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The  concept  of  tragedy,  in  the  strict  sense  of  the  term,  is  not  a  part  of  the  Indian 
literary  tradition  The  basic  Indian  belief  is  that  man's  past  karma  determines  his  ]o>s 
or  sorrows  in  this  life  As  a  result  there  can  be  no  punishment  in  excess  Tragedy 
however  is  built  on  the  pnnaplc  of  disproportionate  punishment — the  tragic  hero 
always  seems  to  suffer  more  than  he  deserves,  though  he  does  so  nobly 

Probably  the  only  major  character  m  Indian  literature  who  comes  closest  to  being  a 
tragic  hero  is  Kama,  the  flcsh-ear*nnged  and  skin  armoured  son  of  virginal  Kunfi  by 
the  sun  god  Surya  Kama  has  a  sympathetic  appeal  in  the  popular  Indian 
imagination,  yet  when  he  is  presented  on  stage  or  screen,  be  somehow  does  not  seem 
to  get  the  credit  he  deserves  He  emerges  as  less  than  an  inspinng  figure,  and 
tometimes  even  as  a  character  stained  by  meanness  and  vindictiveness  This  is  very 
far  from  the  popular  image  of  Kama>^n  image  which  only  Rabindranath  Tagore 
succeeded  in  portraying  in  his  dramatic  poem  "Kama  Kunti  Samvad 

Shivaji  Sawant  takes  up  Kama  and  gives  him  the  full  dimensions  of  a  truly  tragic 
hero  In  this  best-selling  novel  written  originally  in  Marathi  he  embroiders  on  the 
sketchy  outline  of  Kama  in  Vyasa's  Mahabharata  and  produces  an  impressive  flesh 
and  blood  personality  A  tragic  hero  invariably  comes  to  ruin  because  of  one  over 
ndtng  moral  flaw  We  leave  it  to  the  reader  to  discover  what  the  flaw  of  the  eldest  of 
the  Pandavas  could  have  been  What  makes  this  almost  perfect  protagonist  suffer 
and  die  in  such  an  unholy  manner‘s 

We  have  translated,  with  Shn  Sawant  s  permission  from  the  excellent  Hindi 
version  (by  Om  Shivaraj)  of  the  Marathi  ongina}  of  this  contemporary  classic  We 
have  tried  to  keep  the  rendering  faithful  to  an  extreme  retaining  the  grace  and 
lyricism  Indian  words  included  m  Webster  sTbird  New  Inicrnationl  Dictionary  are 
neither  translated  nor  italicised  certain  untranslatable  words  with  strong  cultural 
roots  and  nuances  have  been  left  untranslated  and  are  italicised  such  as  pranama 
pradakshma,  yajna  svayamvara  and  guru  dakshina 
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KARNA 


I  want  to  say  something  today  Some  will  startle 
hearing  my  words  And  wonder  Ho»  can  anyone  swallowed  by 
Death  speak^  But  a  time  comes  when  the  dead  have  to  speak  too 
When  the  flesh-and-bones  living  behave  like  the  dead,  then  the 
dead  have  to  come  alive  and  speak  out  Oh,  I  m  not  going ^to  say 
anything  on  behalf  of  others,  because  I  know  only  too  well  I  m  not 
so  great  a  philosopher  as  to  do  anything  like  that  The  thing  is  the 
world  was  to  me  a  battlefield  And  what  was  my  role  in  the 
battlefield’  That  of  a  quiver  full  of  arrows  A  quiver  stuffed  with  all 

sizesandshapesofarrows,eachwithilsownseparate  unction  us 

a  quiver — ^just  that  one  kind  of  quiver 
!  am  going  to  lay  bare  that  quiver  today  and  expose  i  to  all 
present  All  its  varied  special  shooting  arrow^all  the  exactly  ato 
ones-1  am  going  to  show  them  all,  freely,  of  my  own  accord,  w  h 
my  own  hands  Some  shining  with  celestial 
alluring  the  eyes  with  their  fierce,  P  ’,u  tattered 

pitiful  shredded  tails,  and  some  looking  .  t,i,en, 

bands-all  these  arrows-exactly  as  they  are-1  intend  to  put  them 

on  display  for  everyone  today 

I  want  to  get  them  properly  weigh  motherhood  Each 

heroism  I  want  them  ^''alualed  by  univer 
guru  on  earth  must  come  focwmd  a  l.fe-sacrificing 

significance  of  each  I  want  the  drenched  in  heart- 

friendship  I  want  them  assessed  y 

warming  filial  fountains  «*>,-Hppnestrecessesofmy 

From  deep  down-from  somewhere  in  the  deepesj  ^ 

heart — a  voice  keeps  calling  out  to  .  j  fans  instead 

against  it,  the  more  it  flares  out,  like  a 

of  extinguishing  “Tell  them  all,  .  opd,  because  that  is  the 

life  Tell  It  to  them  openly  so  they  ‘Kama,  your  life  was  in 

way  nowadays  The  whole  world  sap,  ,( was  a  nch  gold- 

tatters  ’  Go,  tell  them  it  wasn’t  tattere  ^  thousand 

bordered  royal  silk  garment  Only-only  it  ripp 
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flocks  of  deer  scamper  excitedly  in  my  mind  I  have  heard  some  say 
memories  are  like  peacock  feathers,  others  compare  them  to  vakula 
blossoms  that  fade  but  leave  behind  Iheir  fragrance  I  don’t  think 
so  I  think  memories  are  like  elephant’s  foot-pnnts  They  make  a 
deep,  indelible  impression  on  our  moist  mind  At  least,  that’s  the 
way  my  memories  have  been  Champanagan  is  one  such  deep 
memory  a  clear,  timeless  stamp  on  my  barren  life  of  the  massive 
lord-elephant  of  Time  It  is  the  most  peaceful  and  desirable  resting- 
place  in  the  pilgrimage  of  my  life  Some  describe  life  as  a  temple  I 
know  only  too  well  that  my  life  never  even  vaguely  resembled  a 
temple  But  if  it  has  to  be  compared  to  a  temple,  then  Champa- 
nagari  is  the  sweetest-tinkling  bell  in  that  temple 
A  small  village  in  one  corner  of  the  holy  Ganga  What  kind  of 
village'^ 

2 


Creeper-covered,  bird-and-beast-haunted  such  was  Champa¬ 
nagan,  my  littlevillage  cradled  in  the  lap  of  the  goddess  of  Nature  I 
passed  my  happy  childhood  in  that  village  where  chatakas, 
chakoras,  kokilas,  ^kylarks,  sarangas  and  other  song-birds  woke  me 
at  dawn  with  their  music,  where  every  morning  I  performed  my 
rituals  and  ablutions  to  the  mooing  of  cows,  where  I  rested  under 
the  thick  shade  of  kadamba  trees  on  incessantly  sunny  afternoons, 
where  I  returned  home  to  the  tinkling  of  bells  on  the  necks  of  cows 
in  the  pious  cowdust-hour  of  evening,  where  at  night  I  slept  quietly 
draping  on  my  body  the  cool,  soft  breeze  from  the  banks  of  the 
Ganga  Yes,  I  spent  my  childhood  here  Then  it  sped  away  like  a 
shot  arrow,  never  to  return 

But  I  can  instantly  recall,  if  J  so  wish,  the  stretch  of  the  Ganga 
touching  the  horizon  What  a  vast  kingdom  of  transparent-blue 
water*  Each  drop  of  that  water  knows  me  well,  and  I  too  know  well 
^ach  drop  of  that  water  This  is  the  Ganga  where  soft  wet  sands 
received  the  imprint  of  my  innocent  boyish  feet  It  is  here  that  the 
mischievous  gust  of  breeze  flirted  with  my  body’s  upper  garment 
That  IS  why,  along  with  memories  of  Champa  village,  my  boyhood 
memories  of  Ganga  mata,  spreading  from  one  end  to  the  other,  also 
spring  in  front  of  my  eyes  What  is  childhood,  after  alP  Who  has  the 
right  answer‘d  So  many  have  given  so  many  definitions,  but  if  you 
ask  me,  I  think  it’s  like  a  chanot  A  chanot  that’s  pulled  by  free  and 
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shreds  in  the  entanglements  of  circumstances  Whoever  came 
across  these  shreds,  made  whatever  use  of  them  they  wanted  Why 
then  are  you  so  enamoured  of  your  royal  garment'^” 

Show  them  all  today,  clearly  and  finally— your  royal  dress  that 
got  shredded  in  the  furious  doom-dance  of  Kala  was  m  no  way  less 
precious  than  brand-new  seamless  rolls  of  lavish  fabrics  stacked 
away  in  a  lovely  chest  Stuff  it  well  in  their  ears'  Will  your  story 
succeed  m  shaking  listeners  in  this  crazy  world  who  are  attracted  to 
tales  of  heroes  one  minute  and  the  very  next  discard  the  tales  with 
facile  indifference‘>  Does  it  have  that  gnpping  power'> 

They  will  all  want  to  hear  your  story  today — those  who  have  firm 
faith  in  the  reality  of  this  world,  those  who  treat  Death  as  a  toy, 
those  hon-chested  heroes  whose  existence  is  very  much  felt  in  this 
earth  Ah,  but  is  this  a  story  only?  It  is  actually  a  mighty  truth  Truth 
IS  least  affected  by  those  who  see  it  and  hear  it  Truth  appears 
always  as  itself  whenever  it  appears,  it  rises  like  the  Sun-God 
himself 

Whatever  the  story,  all  listeners  expect  from  it  the  sweet 
intoxication  of  wine,  the  rhythmic  footbeats  of  dancers,  and  the 
passionate  embraces  of  lovers  They  want  a  thnll  that  ecstatically 
transports  them  away  from  life’s  brevity  In  my  hfe-story ,  which  I’m 
going  to  narrate,  there  is  no  such  winy  headiness  No  lilting  feet- 
tappings  to  titillate  the  mmd  Only  conflict  Conflict  that  convulses 
the  imagination 

I’m  just  an  ordinary  soldier  who  knows  how  to  fight  as  best  as  he 
can  Tm  telling  the  story  of  my  life  for  one  reason  only — to  make 
sense  of  it  for  myself  No  man’s  mmd  feels  light  until  he  tells  his 
whole  story  out  That’s  why  I’m  speaking  out  today,  freely 
The  real  problem  before  me  today  is  how  to  tell  my  story  in  a 
logical  and  connected  way*^  Because  all  the  events  of  my  life  seem  to 
be  scattenng  helter-skelter  in  my  mind  instead  of  marching 
sequentially,  they  disperse  like  herds  of  wild  horses  galloping 
crazily  when  ear-splitting  flashes  of  lightning  crash  in  a  forest  How 
shall  I  bring  order  in  their  ranks'^  I  don’t  know  why,  but  one  picture 
comes  now  in  front  of  my  eyes  Champanagan  on  the  enchanting, 
sacred  bank  of  the  Ganga  The  village  of  Champanagan  was  a 
beautiful  curve  in  the  flow  of  my  life — one  of  my  sweetest 
memories 

Thoughts  of  that  smalt  place,  and  vanous  warbUngs  and 
chirpings,  fill  the  forest  of  my  memories,  and  my  experiences  like 
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flocks  of  deer  scamper  excitedly  in  my  mind  I  have  heard  some  say 
memories  are  like  peacock  feathers,  others  compare  them  to  vakula 
blossoms  that  fade  but  leave  behind  their  fragrance  I  don’t  think 
so  I  think  memories  are  like  elephant's  foot-pnnts  They  make  a 
deep,  indelible  impression  on  our  moist  mind  At  least,  that’s  the 
way  my  memories  have  been  Champanagan  is  one  such  deep 
memory  a  clear,  timeless  stamp  on  my  ba’rren  life  of  the  massive 
lord-elephant  of  Time  It  is  the  most  peaceful  and  desirable  resting- 
place  in  the  pilgnmage  of  my  life  Some  describe  life  as  a  temple  I 
know  only  too  well  that  my  life  never  even  vaguely  resembled  a 
temple  But  if  it  has  to  be  compared  to  a  temple,  then  Champa- 
nagari  is  the  sweetest-tinkhng  bell  in  that  temple 
A  small  village  in  one  corner  of  the  holy  Ganga  What  kind  of 
village^ 

2 


Creeper-covered,  bird-and  beast-haunted  such  was  Champ 
nagari,  my  littlevillage  cradled  in  the  lap  of  the  goddess  of  Nature^' 
passed  my  happy  childhood  in  that  village  where  chaiak  ^ 

chakoras,  kokilas,5kylarks,  sarangas  and  other  song-birds  woke  ***' 

at  dawn  with  their  music,  where  every  morning  1  performed 
rituals  and  ablutions  to  the  mooing  of  cows,  where  I  rested  u 
the  thick  shade  of  kadamba  trees  on  incessantly  sunny  aftemo  ^ 
where  I  returned  home  to  the  tinkling  of  bells  on  the  necks  of 
m  (he  ptoasemsvhsse-hoarofeieamg,  trheresemghdsSepi 
draping  on  my  body  the  cool,  soft  breeze  from  the  banks  of 
Ganga  Yes,  I  spent  my  childhood  here  Then  it  sped  awavl  k  ^ 
shot  arrow,  never  to  return  ®  ® 

But  I  can  instantly  recall,  if  I  so  wish,  the  stretch  of  the  r 
touching  the  horizon  What  a  vast  kingdom  of  transparent 
water'  Each  drop  of  that  water  knows  me  well,  and  I  too  kno 
fach  drop  of  that  water  This  is  the  Ganga  where  soft  wet*"^^** 
received  the  impnnt  of  my  innocent  boyish  feet  It  is  hej-g  p, 
mischievous  gust  of  breeze  flirted  with  my  body’s  uppgf  „ 

That  IS  why,  along  with  memories  of  Champa  village,  my  b 
memories  of  Ganga-mata,  spreading  from  one  end  to  theoth°^^°°'* 
spring  in  front  of  my  eyes  What  is  childhood,  after  al|7^,  ^'"'also 
right  answer^  So  many  have  given  so  many  definitioo^ 
ask  me,  I  think  It’s  like  a  chanot  Achaimtthat^uljgpj^ 
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far-ranging  horses  of  the  imagination  The  distant  waves  of  the 
Ganga— are  they  really  touching  the  blue  sky  somewhere  far 
away‘>  The  chariot  of  the  imagination  races  instantaneously  to 
verity  this  Why  don’t  the  scintillating  stuck  stats  fall  and  sink  in 
the  waters’'— To  verify  this  the  chariot  again  leaps  forward 


1  and  TTiy  younger  brother  Shon  Our  own  little  world*  Shon* 
Yes,  Shon’  His  full  name  was  Shatruntapa,  but  everyone  called 
him  Shon  I  had  another  brother,  Vnkrata  But  when  still  a  little 
boy  he  went  over  to  his  mother’s  sister  in  the  kingdom  of  Vikata 
That  left  the  two  of  us  Shon  and  me  My  childhood  world  was 
filled  with  memories  of  the  two  of  us  U  was  a  wonderful  miniscule 
world— of  two  boys  growing  up  with  their  dreams  m  the  sweet 
ethos  of  Champa  village  No  pretences,  no  falsities,  no  petty 
jealousies  A  selfless  little  world  of  two  brothers  Two  guards 
stood  at  the  entrance  our  mother  Radha,  and  our  father  Adhi- 
ralha  Even  today,  when  \  think  of  them,  the  soft  strings  of  my 
heart  vibrate  melodiously,  and  spontaneously,  out  of  gratitude  and 
affection,  two  tear-drops  form  in  my  eyes  But  only  for  a  fleeting 
instant  Quickly  1  wipe  them  away  1  know  that  tears  betray 
weakness  No  tears  have  ever  succeeded  in  extinguishing  the 
flames  of  gnef  Yet  until  I  can  feel  those  two  tear-drops,  I  don’t 
get  a  feeling  of  relief  It’s  true  that  apart  from  those  tears  I  could 
never  give  my  parents  anything  significant  or  precious  And  yet, 
what  else  is  there  worth  giving  to  one’s  parents  as  a  token  of  love‘s 
1  don’t  think  of  such  things  My  father  and  mother  had  no  expecta¬ 
tions  from  me  All  1  received  from  them  was  love  So,  loaded  with 
gratitude  and  moist  with  affection,  these  two  tears  that  form  in  my 
eyes  for  my  parents  , 

4 


My  mother  was  an  ocean  of  affection  In  my  childhood  the  people 
of  the  village  called  me  Vasusena  To  my  little  brother  Shon  I  was 
Vasu  bhaiya  Every  day,  hundreds  of  times,  my  mother  called  me 
"Vasu»  Vasu’"  Not  only  the  milk  of  her  breasts,  but  what  I  received 
from  her  was  the  continuing  pure  nectar  of  her  love  As  if  she  was 
bom  for  only  one  purpose  to  love  all  equally  Champanagan 


The  Death‘Conqueror 


17 


knew  her  as  Radha-mata  Her  word  was  law — because  she  was 
impossibly  tolerant  and  bnmmmgly  loving  I  was  bom  with  flesh- 
ear-rings — and  she  was  always  discussing  it  with  the  village  folk 
And  how  upset  she  would  get  if  I  escaped  her  eyes  for  even  a 
moment’  How  disconsolate!  Rush  to  her  neighbours  to  look  for 
me  Seat  me  m  front  of  her  andstare»  without  reason,  for  hours,  at 
my  ear-rings,  till  she  almost  became  transfixed  Run  her  hands 
lovingly  on  my  head  and  whisper  "Vasu,  don’t  you  ever  go  near 
the  Ganga — not  even  by  mistake  ” 

“Why*^'*  I  would  ask 

"You  must  listen  to  your  elders  When  you’re  told  not  to  go,  you 
don’t  go  " 

"You’re  such  a  coward,  mother  What’s  going  to  happen  if  I 
go*'" 

"No,  Vasu  ’’  She  would  pull  me  towards  her  and,  nppling  her 
long  fingers  through  my  hair,  ask,  “Vasu,  you  love  me  or  no'^’* 

"Uh'huh  ’’  I’d  shake  my  head 

She’d  look  surprised  at  my  nodding  ear-nngs  “Then  listen  to 
me,  and  don’t  go  near  the  Ganga,"  and  she’d  press  me  hard  to  her 
A  strange  fear  seemed  to  be  swimming  in  her  eyes 

I’d  placate  her  by  saying,  "AH  nght  If  you  don’t  want  me  to  go, 

I  won’t  Satisfied"^" 

And  then  she’d  hug  me  m  a  deep  motherly  embrace  She’d  start 
kissing  non-stop  my  head  and  ears,  one  after  the  other  And  all  I 
wanted  then  was  to  be  in  her  embrace  forever 

Cuddled  in  her  lap  I’d  think  Why  is  mother  so  afraid  of  the 
Ganga*^  And  I  so  loved  Ganga-mata’  How  I  longed  to  sit  and  talk 
to  her  countless  lapping  waves'  I  knew  no  greater  pleasure  Sup 
posing  mother  were  to  find  out*^  She  would  surely  turn  up  near  the 
Ganga  during  one  of  her  rounds  of  searching  for  me  Nevertheless, 
catch  me  giving  up  going  to  the  Ganga'  But  naturally,  I’d  have  to 
see  that  mother  never  got  to  know  I’d  make  up  my  mind,  and  then 
go  about  gathering  fistfuls  of  yellow  vakula  and  sopia  flowers  to 
present  to  Shon,  to  bribe  him  into  silence 

5 


My  father  was  the  chief  of  chanoteers  in  the  palace  of  Dhntara- 
shtra  king  of  the  Kauravas  He  spent  most  of  his  time  in 
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far-ranging  horses  of  the  imagination  The  distant  waves  of  the 
Ganga— are  they  really  touching  the  blue  sky  somewhere  far 
away''  The  chariot  of  the  imagination  races  instantaneously  to 
verify  this  Why  don’t  the  scintillating  stuck  stars  fall  and  sink  in 
the  waters''— To  verify  this  the  chariot  again  leaps  forward 


1  and  my  younger  brother  Shon  Our  own  little  world*  Shon* 
Yes,  Shon*  His  full  name  was  Shatruntapa,  but  everyone  called 
him  Shon  I  had  another  brother,  Vnkrata  But  when  still  a  little 
boy  he  went  over  to  his  mother’s  sister  m  the  kingdom  of  Vikata 
That  left  the  two  of  us  Shon  and  me  My  childhood  world  was 
filled  with  memories  of  the  two  of  us  It  was  a  wonderful  miniscule 
world— of  two  boys  growing  up  with  their  dreams  in  the  sweet 
ethos  of  Champa  village  No  pretences,  no  falsities,  no  petty 
jealousies  A  selfless  little  world  of  two  brothers  Two  guards 
stood  at  the  entrance  our  mother  Radha,  and  our  father  Adhi- 
ratha  Even  today,  when  I  think  of  them,  the  soft  strings  of  my 
heart  vibrate  melodiously  and  spontaneously,  out  of  gratitude  and 
affection,  two  tear  drops  form  m  my  eyes  But  only  for  a  fleeting 
instant  Quickly  I  wipe  them  away  \  know  that  tears  betray 
weakness  No  tears  have  ever  succeeded  in  extinguishing  the 
flames  of  gnef  Yet  until  I  can  feel  those  two  tear-drops,  I  don’t 
get  a  feeling  of  relief  It’s  true  that  apart  from  those  tears  I  could 
never  give  my  parents  anything  significant  or  precious  And  yet, 
what  else  is  there  worth  giving  to  one’s  parents  as  a  token  of  love*^ 
I  don’t  think  of  such  things  My  father  and  mother  had  no  expecta¬ 
tions  from  me  All  1  received  from  them  was  love  So,  loaded  with 
gratitude  and  moist  with  affection,  these  two  tears  that  form  in  my 
eyes  for  my  parents 

4 


My  mother  was  an  ocean  of  affection  In  my  childhood  the  people 
of  the  village  called  me  Vasusena  To  my  little  brother  Shon  1  was 
Vasu-bhaiya  Every  day,  hundreds  of  times,  my  mother  called  me 
•  Vasu»  Vasu*"  Not  only  the  milk  of  her  breasts,  but  what  I  received 
from  her  was  the  continuing  pure  nectar  of  her  love  As  if  she  was 
bom  for  only  one  purpose  to  love  all  equally  Champanagan 
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was  that  I  didn’t  always  have  the  answers 
I  put  off  answering  sometimes,  because  I  knew  he  had  a  volley  of 
additional  questions  to  fire  at  me  And,  in  any  case,  the  truth  was 
that  I  didn’t  always  have  the  answers 
“Come,  we’re  very  late  ”  With  these  words  I  tried  to  divert  his 
mind 

By  the  time  we  got  back,  it  was  evening,  and  we  would  see  flocks 
of  eagles,  kokilas,  pigeons,  quail,  patrarathas  and  red  sheldrakes 
clamorously  retummg  to  their  nests  Craning  his  neck  out  of  the 
chanot-frame,  Shon  would  look  at  the  flying  swarms  and  again  shoot 
questions  at  me  But  I  wasn't  paying  attention  to  him  at  that  time 
The  Sun-God  was  beginmng  his  descent  m  the  stately,  lofty  western 
mountains  Even  after  their  non-stop  gallop  all  day  long,  his  chanot’s 
steeds  had  not  tired  The  two  massive  hills  appeared  to  me  to  be  two 
door-guards  of  the  palace  of  the  sun  Gazing  at  the  flaming  orb 
stirred  a  mystenous  unease  m  my  heart,  I  don’t  know  why  In  a 
matter  of  seconds  that  glowing  ball  of  fire  would  vanish  from  my  Ime 
of  vision — the  very  thought  of  the  sun’s  absence  sent  inexplicable 
npples  flashing  all  over  my  body  I  stared  intently  at  the  red  disc 
Shon  would  jerk  me  back  to  reality,  and  point  to  a  cacophonous 
crowd  of  vultures  speeding  across  the  sky  Briefly  I  would  stare  at 
those  huge-bodied  wild  feathered  creatures,  soaring  far  above  the 
other  birds 

Shon  would  ask,  “What  birds  are  these,  bhaiya'^’’ 

‘  Garudas  The  king  of  birds  ’’ 

“Bhaiya,  will  you  nse  as  high  as  these  garudas  he’d  ask  casually 
“Silly'  Am  1  a  bird  or  what‘s  How  do  you  expect  me  to  fly  so  high'^” 
“All  nght,  you’re  not  a  bird'  Tell  me,  how  were  you  able  to  control 
those  speeding  horses'^  ’ 

“Achcha  bhai,  I’ll  nse  as  high  as  the  garudas  So  high  you  won’t  be 
able  to  see  me  Satisfied^’’  He  seemed  to  be  A  tender,  respectful 
look  for  me  sparkled  m  his  eyes 

I  gazed  again  at  the  western  horizon,  and  ultimately  I  asked  him, 
“See  that  sun-ball,  Shon*^  Tell  me  how  you  feel  about  it  ’’ 

It  seemed  to  me  that,  after  gazing  bnefly  but  intently  at  the  sun,  he 
would  express  feelings  identical  to  mine  But  no  sooner  had  he 
started  stanng  sunward  than  his  little  baby  eyes  closed  tight 
because  of  the  glare,  a  little  later,  blinking,  he  said  to  me 
humedly,  looking  at  my  ears,  "I  think  he  looks  like  your  face, 
Vasu  bhaiya  ’’ 
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the  faraway  Kaurava  capital  Hastmapura  Now  and  then  he  would 
drive  down  to  Champanagari  m  a  huge  chariot  What  excitement 
for  me  and  Shon'  The  instant  it  halted  m  front  of  our  leaf-thatched 
home  Shon  would  leap  inside  the  chariot,  snatch  the  reins  from 
father’s  hands,  and  shout,  “Vasu-bhaiya,  hurry'  Let's  go  get  shells 
from  the  Ganga  ”  I  would  dash  out,  leaving  behind  my  delicious 

food  ,  .  ,  r 

Seated  in  father’s  chariot,  we  flew  like  the  wind  to  the  bank  ot 
the  Ganga,  beyond  the  town  limits  The  five  cream-coloured 
horses,  tail-tufts  upraised,  ears  erect,  galloped  swiftly  Controlling 
them  was  a  headache  for  young  Shon  Biting  his  lower  hp  hard,  he 
tried  in  vain  swerving  them  smoothly  around  corners,  and  in  tired 
desperation  he  sought  my  help  The  reins  left  graze-marks  on  his 
hands  His  voice  became  so  gentle  then  that  I  felt  a  powerful  tug  of 
affection  for  him  1  took  the  reins  from  his  hands  Reversing  the 
whip,  he  used  it  to  play  with  the  horses'  manes  “Hah'  Hah'”  he 
yelled,  urging  them  faster  with  the  whip,  till  they  obliged  with 
spurts  of  speed  Achieving  his  wish,  he  clapped  his  hands  franti¬ 
cally  as  if  to  enthuse  me  too  And  then,  before  we  even  knew  it, 
we  had  arrived  at  the  bank  of  the  Ganga,  just  a  mile  or  two  away 
In  a  flash,  Shon  sped  like  a  deer  to  the  riverside,  imprinting  his 
small  footmarks  in  the  wet  sand  1  stayed  where  1  was,  as  if  my 
hands  and  feet  had  become  numb,  and  1  kept  staring  fixedly  in  the 
direction  of  the  water  It  seemed  to  me,  for  no  reason,  that  there 
was  a  bond  between  me  and  the  water— an  indissoluble  bond  And 
then  came  a  second  thought  Chhee  '  Whal  does  water  have  to  do 
Hith  a  man^  It’s  only  a  temporary  quencher  of  human  thirst,  that’s 
all  The  reins  slipped  from  my  hands,  1  did  not  know  when  I  drank 
in  the  scene  with  my  small  eyes  And  it  struck  me  then— How 
wonderful  if  1  were  to  have  eyes,  and  only  eyes,  all  over  my  body  ' 
Shon’s  questioning  snapped  me  out  of  my  reverie  The  discovery 
of  so  many  van-coloured  shells  made  him  walk  as  if  on  air  He 
showered  me  with  queries  "Bhaiya,  how  are  shells  madev  From 
water  no’’ 

“Yes  ’ 


But  that  didn’t  satisfy  him  Another  query  “You  mean  all  these 
colours  are  made  by  waterV” 

Yes 

Why  don’t  we  see  these  colours  in  the  water  thenV” 
1  pul  off  answering  sometimes,  because  1  knew  he  had  a  volley 
of  .idditional  questions  to  fire  at  me  And,  m  any  case,  the  truth 
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brought  and  placed  in  our  simple  abode.  I  don’t  know  why,  but  the 
first  time  I  laid  eyes  on  a  bow  1  felt  strangely  attracted  to  it — ^more 
than  a  strange,  a  wonderful  fascination.  The  pigeon-necked  curve 
of  the  shaft,  the  bow-string  that  twanged  at  the  touch  of  a  finger 
nail — these  fascinated  me.  I  had,  you  might  say,  appropriated  the 
bow  from  father.  I  whirled  it  in  my  hands,  and  frisked  off  to  the 
courtyard  to  meet  Shon,  flicking  a  horse’s  tail  with  it  as  1  ran.  He 
was  busy  removing  the  shiny  long  hairs  from  the  tail.  He  was 
humming.  1  showed  him  the  bow  and  said,  “Shon,  look  at  this  toy 
of  ours.  Stop  plucking  horse-hairs,  Shon.  Now  we  have  a  new 
game  to  play.” 

He  threw  aside  the  hairs  in  his  hand.  “Show!  Show!”  he  shouted 
and  ran  eagerly  towards  me.  Taking  the  bow  from  my  hands,  he 
said,  his  eyes  growing  large,  “Heavy,  isn’t  it?” 

“Don’t  be  silly!  This — heavy?  Here,  !et  me  have  it.  And  get  me 
an  arrow."  I  sent  him  on  the  errand. 

Shouting  “An  arrow  for  bhaiya!  An  arrow  for  bhaiya!”  he  ran 
inside. 

With  my  upper  garment  I  carefully  wiped  the  bow  of  dust.  I 
balanced  it  in  my  hand,  trying  to  guess  its  weight.  Shon  bounded 
in.  carrying  an  arrow.  He  handed  the  arrow  to  me  and,  pointing  to 
a  massive  banyan  in  front,  he  said,  “Bhaiya.  shoot  at  that  tree,” 

1  swiftly  fitted  the  arrow  and  pulled  the  bowstring  taut.  Aiming 
straight,  steadying  my  hand,  I  closed  my  left  eye  and  released  the 
arrow.  Straight-flying  like  a  hawk,  the  arrow  sped  smoothly  to  its 
target,  and  embedded  itself  in  the  trunk — kchchch'.  A  milky  sap 
trickled  down  the  bark,  Shon  leapt  up  and  down,  clapping  in  joy. 
My  aim  delighted  him  no  end. 

From  that  day  on  this  became  a  regular  game  for  Shon  and  me. 
Making  a  bull's-eye  target  of  a  hawk  circling  high  up  in  the  sky, 
slicing  off  young  mango  shoots  on  branches  swaying  gently  in  the 
breeze,  firing  two  arrows  simultaneously  and  hitting  two  separate 
objects — ^we  played  these  and  many  other  games  for  hours  on  end. 
Our  father  was  judge  at  all  these  sports.  Whatever  he  decided,  we 
accepted  with  bowed  heads.  But  I  had  always  one  idea  uppermost 
in  my  mind.  I  wanted  to  know  the  ins-and-outs  of  archery.  Aiming 
at  an  invisible  target  by  sound  only,  was  a  skill  I  desired  specially 
to  learn.  Like  a  porcupine  releasing  hundreds  of  quills  in  self- 
defence,  I  wanted  to  learn  how  to  shoot  countless  arrows 
simultaneously. 
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1  touched  my  ears  and  felt  the  two  lobes  of  my  flesh-ear-rmgs. 
Word  was  I  was  born  with  them 

Shon  would  start  complaining,  “How  mother  loves  you’  More 

than  me  Bhaiya,see  that’s  why  she’s  given  you  these  ear-rings  I 
have  no  flesh-ear-rmgs  ” 

The  way  he  expressed  his  innermost  feelings  made  me  pensive  I 
gazed  intently  at  the  disappeanng  orb  of  the  westward-setting  sun 
A  storm  of  feelings  raced  through  my  boy’s  mind  Steadying  the 
reins  m  one  hand,  avoiding  Shon’s  gaze.  1  waved  farewell  to  the 
vanishing  sun  with  the  other  A  funny  kind  of  restlessness  over¬ 
powered  me,  as  if  something  close  was  slipping  away  from  me, 
slipping  far,  far  away  On  an  impulse  I  lashed  the  whip  on  the 
horses’  backs  Their  hooves  kicked  up  dust  as  they  galloped  like 
the  wind,  neighing  loudly  Shon  beside  me.  the  galloping  horses, 
the  trees  flashing  past — ashoka,  date-palm,  kimshuk,  mahua, 
trumpet-flower,  black  catechu,  kadamba,  sal,  seven-leaf,  and  tall 
thick-leaved  others — I  wasn’t  aware  of  any  of  them  Only  the  road 
fleeing  backwards,  its  twists  and  turns — I  noticed  only  these  A 
thought  flashed  hghtning-hke  I  am  getting  dragged,  dragged  back¬ 
ward  like  the  road,  from  the  realm  of  radiance  into  a  dreadful  welter 
of  darkness  It  seemed  to  me  that  all  my  twelve  nocturnal  hours 
would  be  spent  m  aloneness 

Back  in  Parnakuti,  our  thatched-leaf-hul,  Shon  excitedly  spread 
out  and  displayed  his  collection  of  multi-coloured  shells  before 
mother  She  praised  him  and  asked  me,  “What  about  you,  Vasu'^ 
What  have  you  brought'^”  This  flustered  me,  for  the  moment  I  had 
nothing  to  say  The  reason  was  1  never  did  bring  anything 
Cautiously  I  replied,  “I  have  brought  Shon  home,  mother  Isn’t 
that  enough*’  Or  he’d  have  sat  on  the  bank  and  gathered  shells  all 
night  “ 

Oh,  is  that  so'  You  brought  me’  1  brought  him,  that’s  what— or 
he  d  have  stayed  back  there,  waiting  for  the  sun  to  return  at 
dawn  ’’  Shon  nodded  his  head  while  presenting  his  case  Mother 
looked  intently  at  me  Why  so  intently,  I  could  not  make  out  I  left 
the  room  and  went  outside 
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There  were  any  number  of  different-shaped  bows  that  father  had 
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antlers.  I  casually  put  my  hands  on  my  ears  and  felt  my  flesh-ear- 
rings.  Do  I  also  look  as  special  and  imposing  as  that  stag?  I  asked 
myself. 

Time  and  again  I  had  probingly  questioned  mother  about  my 
ear-rings.  She  was  unable  to  give  me  any  satisfactory  explana¬ 
tion.  Once  I  asked  her  bluntly,  “Aren’t  Shon  and  I  brothers? 
Why  doesn’t  he  have  flesh-ear-rings  also?”  She  glanced  fearfully 
at  my  flesh-ear-rings  and  kept  silent.  Composing  herself,  she 
said,  “Don’t  ask  me.  Ask  your  father.”  Her  face  filled  with 
anxiety  when  she  said  this. 

I  approached  father  and  put  the  same  question.  He  gave  me  a 
very  strange  answer.  “Ask  Mother  Ganga,”  he  said.  “If  you  get 
any  answer  at  all,  you’ll  get  it  from  her.” 

I  was  lost  in  thought.  How  could  Ganga-mata  give  an  answer 
to  that?  Could  a  river  speak?  Oh,  these  weird  elders  and  their 
ways!  Why  do  they  have  to  talk  to  young  ones  in  that  way? 

That  evening,  avoiding  everyone,  1  made  my  solitary  way  to 
the  bank  of  Ganga-mata.  Sitting  there,  I  asked  each  rippling 
wave:  Why  am  I  the  only  one  with  flesh-ear-rings?  Not  a  single 
wave  replied.  That  day  it  seemed  to  me  that  all  the  world’s 
elders  were  cheats.  Their  only  aim  was  to  keep  young  people  in 
the  dark—- or  why  should  even  the  revered  elderly  Ganga-mata 
also  keep  silent? 

Next  evening,  while  practising  archery,  1  asked  Shon  the  same 
question.  “Tell  me,  Shon,  and  tell  me  true,  why  don’t  you  have 
flesh-ear-rings?”  His  reply  astounded  me.  “I  don’t  know,”  he 
said,  “but  I’ll  tell  you  this:  I  just  love  your  ear-rings!  When  you 
are  sleeping  at  night,  they  glitter  like  stars.  Their  soft-blue  glow 
lights  up  your  pink  cheeks.” 

I  gaped  at  him.  He  wasn’t  lying,  and  I  knew  anyway  he  wouldn’t 
lie  to  me.  A  host  of  questions  flooded  my  mind.  I  had  flesh-ear¬ 
rings  that  no  one  else  had!  Glittering  ear-rings.  Why  were  they 
given  only  to  me?  Who  was  I?  I  shook  Shon  by  his  shoulders  and 
asked,  “Shon,  who  am  I?” 

He  gazed  his  heart’s  fill  on  my  trembling  ear-rings  and  said 
innocently,  “Vasu-bhaiya,  my  elder  brother.” 

I  released  his  shoulders.  His  reply  did  not  solve  my  problem.  I 
gazed  in  front  of  me.  The  resplendent  sun  had  splashed  the  vast 
sky  with  countless  colours;  it  was  slowly  becoming  invisible;  and  in 
my  mind  the  relentless  curiosity  about  my  ear-rings  deepened. 
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Who  knows  what  dreams  really  signify’  To  me  it  seems  they  are 
wish-fulfilments  of  suppressed  desires,  for  that  night  1  dreamt  of 
dancing  bows  Flower-decorated  bows  with  curved  designs,  strong 
yet  flexible  bows — one  by  one  1  held  them  m  my  hands  Whatever 
object  1  sighted  became  the  target  of  my  unwavering  aim  Delighted 
with  the  accuracy  of  my  shooting,  I  clapped  my  own  praise — and 
woke  up,  still  clapping 

One  morning  Shon  and  I  went  to  the  forest  near  the  town  to 
collect  the  tough  and  durable  acacia  wood  used  in  the  making  of 
chariots  Shon  was  in  high  spirits  that  day  Nothing  pleased  him 
more  than  a  chance  to  stroll  m  the  forest  The  sweet  varied 
warbhngs  of  the  birds,  the  rustling  of  tree  branches,  the  splashing 
of  waterfalls,  the  susurrus  of  creepers  twining  round  massive- 
bodied  tree  trunks — these  fascinated  Shon  He  could  go  on 
tirelessly  describing  them  for  hours  I  wasn't  that  keen  about 
going  into  the  forest,  because  not  a  glimmer  of  the  Sun-God’s  rays 
penetrated  there  I  would  become  inexplicably  apprehensive, 
inexplicably  suffocated,  and  try  to  leave  as  quickly  as  possible 
Only  when  I  emerged  into  the  open  did  I  experience  a  small  sense 
of  relief  The  darshan  of  the  Sun-God  sufficed  to  instantly  dispel 
my  weariness 

We  returned  that  day .  as  was  our  practice ,  with  the  acacia  wood  I 
speeded  up  my  gait  m  order  to  get  out  of  the  forest  quickly  Shon 
was  following  me  1  halted  near  a  clearing  He  caught  up  with  me 
Leaning  his  load  of  wood  against  a  tree,  he  wiped  the  sweat  oft  his 
(ace  In  front,  in  scatteredclumps,  grew  reeds  A  herd  of  white  cows 
and  dark  buffaloes  was  grazing  in  that  reedy  swamp  A  stag  had  got 
mixed  up  in  that  herd  He  stared  in  our  direction  with  his  elegant 
antlers  held  high  This  was  good  enough  reason  for  Shon  to  fire  a 
question  Instantly  he  asked  me,  “Bhaiya,  how  did  this  stag  get 
mixed  up  with  this  herd’ '  What  could  I  reply  to  that’  1  had  to  say 
something,  so  1  answered,  “Must  have  strayed  in  Or  could  be 
his.  herd  companions  have  abandoned  him  But  doesn't  he  look 
glorious  all  by  himself  among  all  those  cattle’"  I  kept  wondering 
why  he  should  happen  to  be  there  all  by  himself  and,  try  however 
li.irdnnd  long  1  could, 1  was  unable  to  come  up  with  a  plausible 
explanation 

Kcepingthe  slag  m  sight,  we  moved  ahead  1  was  fascinated  by  his 
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tings  I  They  shone  gently  in  the  deep  mirror  of  the  Ganga  As  the 
waves  rolled,  they  seemed  to  elongate  themselves  I  stared  intently 
at  my  face’s  reflection  Two  flesh-ear-nngs  throwing  a  bluish 
circular  glow  ..  A  blurred  glow  that  reflected  my  face  My  ear¬ 
rings  glowed  at  night — this  secret  I  learnt  from  Ganga-mata  But 
why  glowing  eat-rings  for  me  only*?  Who  was  V  Who'> 

1  stood  in  the  waters  One  doubt  was  cleared  But  the  second 
remained  “Why  these  glowing  ear-nngs  for  me  only?”  I  stood  still 
m  the  water  for  over  three  hours  At  dawn  I  heard  the  temple  bell 
and  remembered  my  thatched  hut  Mother  must  be  worried  seeing 
me  absent  I  decided  to  return  quickly  even  as  the  dark  shades 
scattered  in  the  east  Merged  in  the  kingdom  of  darkness,  the  vast 
receptacle  of  Ganga-mata  again  seemed  to  join  hands  with  the 
encompassing  blue  sky  Just  as  after  a  first  burst  of  ram,  from  out 
the  lap  of  mother  earth,  slowly,  a  seed  sprouts,  so,  from  the  womb 
of  Ganga-mata,  in  the  distance,  the  Sun  God  emerged  I  looked  at 
him  I  felt  at  peace  Almost  unconsciously  I  scooped  water  in  my 
cupped  palm  With  closed  eyes,  I  slowly  offered  the  arghya^water 
to  the  Sun,  and  returned  home 

The  night-blurred  path  was  now  clearing  Champanagan,  which 
was  in  the  night  like  an  inner  shnne  of  a  temple,  now  opened  like  a 
flag  fluttering  atop  the  temple  Mother  asked,  “Where  did  you 
go*^”  She  looked  upset 

“To  the  bank  of  Ganga-mata  You  never  told  me,  but  Ganga- 
mata  did — she  showed  me  how  my  ear-nngs  glowed  ” 

Mother  looked  at  me  with  extreme  fear  The  same  strange  fear 
with  which  she  sometimes  looked  at  me  She  wanted  to  ask  some¬ 
thing  more  from  me  To  avoid  the  question,  I  quickly  dashed 
outside 

9 


In  front  of  Pamakuti  was  a  huge  banyan  It  wasn’t  a  tree — it  was  a 
bird-city  populated  by  mynad-coloured  and  mynad  voiced  birds 
When  tiny  red  fruit  loaded  the  banyan  m  summer,  it  seemed  that 
countless  twinkhng  stars  had  spangled  a  tree  sky  And  the  dehght 
that  filled  the  bud-denizens  then*  Theu  vaned  chirpings  could  only 
be  ways  of  communicating  their  joy  to  each  other  For  hours  I  would 
hsten  to  their  warbling,  oblivious  to  myself  I  wanted  so  much  to  be 
like  that  tree!  I  wanted  buds  to  debght  in  the  fruits  that  would  grow 
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Try  however  hard  I  did,  1  wasn't  able  to  sleep  that  night. 
Curiosity  is  like  a  restless  horse  Pull  in  the  reins  of  your  thoughts 
as  much  as  you  like,  it  keeps  galloping  ahead  1  tossed  ‘hi® 
and  that  One  question  kept  dancing  in  front  of  my  eyes;  VYfly 
these  ear-nngs^  Why  on  my  oars‘>  I  am  told  they  glint  at  night,  What 
kind  ofglmtingf  Whyf  1  jerked  upon  my  bed,  From  the  side  of  my 
eyes  I  tried  vainly  to  see  if  the  ear-rings  reply  did  glmt  My  eats 
refused  to  come  within  the  range  qf  my  vision  I  became 
impatient  How  would  I  he  able  to  see  my  own  ears?  I  kept 
wondering  about  this  far  a  long  tune  It  was  all  SO  puaahng.  For  8 
moment  I  thought  I  should  wake  Shop  and  ask  him  if  my  ear-rings 
were  really  glinting  or  not  But  he  was  deep  m  peaceful  slumber  in 
mother’s  lap  Waking  him  would  mean  waking  her  as  well  Father 
was  away  in  Hastinapura  Whgt  on  earth  was  I  to  do?  Suddenly  I 
recalled  Father’s  words  “Ganga-mata  will  answer  your  question 
some  day  ”  Silently  I  crept  out  of  bed  Fearfully  1  opened  the  door 
of  the  hut  and  made  my  way  to  Ganga-mata,  The  sky  sparkled 
with  white,  bright,  tightfy-packed  stars  Shon  did  say  once,  "Your 
ear-rings  shine  like  stars  ”  So  1  stated  intently  at  the  stars,  trying 
to  divine  their  special  darrle  It  wasn’t  satisfactory,  Plantain  tree 
leaves  rustled  incessantly  Champapagari  was  as  silent  and  tranquil 
as  the  inner  shrme  of  a  temple  Occasionally  there  was  the  noise  of 
neighing  from  a  nearby  stable  The  faint,  haay  starlight  made  the 
road  m  front  of  me  a  blur  1  hurried  nay  steps  Cool  gusts  of  breeze 
caressed  my  body  1  had  forgotten  to  bring  my  upper  garment  along. 
After  a  long  time  1  reached  the  river  bank  Paytime’s  gigantic 
receptacle  of  leaping  waters  was  at  night  a  profound  contiguous 
gentleness  Daytime’s  vast  repeplacle  that  seeipcd  tO  touch  the 
horizon  was  humbled  in  the  Kingdom  of  Night  Only  the  endless 
lapping  of  waves  that  tongued  the  sand  pebbles  ,,  The  rhythmic 
beat  deepened  Ihe  silence  of  the  place  1  stood  transfixed,  drinking 
in  the  music  of  that  silence  For  a  second  J  forgoj  that  1  had  come  to 
ask  a  question  Lost  in  thought,  i  entered  the  enveloping  waters  of 
Ganga-mata  The  stats  were  renected  purely  m  the  serene  waters. 
Two  stats  shone  with  a  special  sparkle  Occasionally  a  wave  would 
toll  up  and  lengthen  the  stellar  rencction  1  bent  low  to  scoop  up 
water  for  Ihe  sacred  anjali  The  two  stats  shone  brigher.  I  lowered 
my  face  very  close  to  the  water  The  t'wo  stars  were  my  eat- 
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One  day  all  the  children  of  the  town  were  out  on  a  plateau'like 
field,  playing.  One  of  them  had  the  bright  idea  of  playing  “Kings 
and  Courtiers”.  Aren’t  children  the  rishis  who  are  the  real 
creators?  That  day  they  bodied  forth  the  reality  of  a  royal  court. 
The  tough  and  hefty  ones  appropriated  the  respectable  posts  of 
treasurers,  grooms,  generals,  ministers,  advisers  and  others. 
Strange  how  they  got  to  know  all  about  the  intrigues  of  court 
politics! 

In  the  centre  was  a  huge  boulder,  embedded  in  the  earth.  That 
became  the  Throne.  Shon  was  playing  General.  I  went  to  call  him, 
because  father  had  just  returned  from  Hastinapura  to  the  village. 
The  minute  he  returned,  he  gave  me  a  wonderfully  happy  piece  of 
news:  he  would  take  me  back  with  him  to  Hastinapura.  He  told  me 
about  a  brilliantly  learned,  skilled-in^arms  guru  named  Drona  in 
Hastinapura,  and  he  wanted  me  to  train  under  him  for  war- 
combat.  I  immediately  thought,  of  Shon,  but  he  was  not  in 
Pamakuti.  I  decided  that  1  would  tactfully  pass  on  the  news  to  him, 
because  I  was  afraid  that  he  might  stubbornly  insist  that  mother 
and  father  see  that  he  accompanied  me  to  Hastinapura.  Persuad¬ 
ing  Shon  was  no  easy  job  for  any  of  us. 

As  soon  as  I  reached  the  high  ground,  the  boys  began  shouting, 
“Call  Vasu!  Call  Vasu!”  Shon  joyfully  lifted  his  hands  and  said 
loudly,  “Vasu-bhaiya,  come  here,  quick!”  I  rushed  to  him.  They 
ringed  me,  screaming,  and  I  couldn’t  for  a  second  make  out  what 
they  were  saying.  “Raja — Vasu — ^Ear-rings — General” — these  and 
other  strange  words  assailed  my  ears.  I  raised  both  hands,  and 
finally  I  outshouted  them:  “Shut  up!”  The  clamour  quickly 
subsided. 

“We’ve  organised  a  Royal  Court.  We’re  missing  a  proper  king. 

So  we’re  going  to  make  you  king,  because  of  your  flesh-ear-rings,” 
Brahmadatta  said  on  behalf  of  all  of  them.  They  shouted  approval, 

“Arrc!  I’ve  come  to  fetch  Shon,”  I  protested. 

“Oh-o!  No,  not  Shon.  The  General.  And  a  Maharaja  doesn’t  go 
to  call  a  General.  It’s  us  attendants  who  are  ordered  to  do  such 
jobs,”  mischievous  Bahuketu  spoke  up  cleverly. 

“And  you  are  the  General!  Do  you  think  it’s  ri^t  of  you  to  call  the 
Maharaja  by  his  name?  ‘/trre,  Vasu,  come  here,’  that’s  what  you 
said.  If  the  General  himself  breaks  the  rules,  what  can  you  expect 
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on  me'  And  1  wanted  the  king  of  birds,  Garuda  himself,  who 
disdained  perching  on  trees,  to  come  and  visit  me  Garuda,  who 
ate  only  slithering  snakes,  would  approach  me  and  say  haughtily, 
“Chhee'  I  wasn’t  born  to  peck  at  such  soft  fruit  ”  And  I  would  fold 
my  leafy  hands  and  beg  him,  “Lord  of  birds'  Don’t  eat  the  fruit 
But  stay  and  rest  here  for  a  while  ”  He  would  relax  briefly  and, 
before  soaring  up  high,  gently  pluck  one  small  fruit  Exhilarated 
by  this  placatory  gesture  of  the  king  of  birds,  1  would  clap  my 
countless  leaf-hands  in  joy  And  the  vines  and  creepers  curling 
around  me  like  upper  garments  would  flap  in  the  sky  with  ecstasy 
1  looked  at  the  banyan  It  was  shaped  like  a  mace  On  top,  a 
circular  mass  of  branches,  below,  the  strong  trunk  Suddenly  I 
heard  a  noise — Wiad'  1  turned  in  Us  direcnon  Our  neighbour,  the 


charioteer  Bhagadatta,  was  flicking  his  whip  I  looked  at  him 
surprised  He  twined  the  whip  round  his  neck  and  said,  “What’s 
wrong,  Vasut  Why  ate  you  staring’’’’ 

“Nothing  1  was  looking  at  the  birds,”  I  replied 
“Birds  on  this  banyan’’  If  you  really  want  to  see  birds,  you 
should  go  to  the  forest  and  see  the  ashoka  tree  There’s  mostly 
crows  on  this  banyan  They’re  the  only  ones  who  relish  over¬ 
ripe,  rotten  fruits  ”  He  flicked  the  whip  handle  at  the  fruits  on 
the  ground 
“Crows’’’ 


“Yes  Larks,  vultures,  kokilas  and  other  birds  stray  in  here  You 
do  sec  a  kokila  or  two  come  by,  but  only  when  seduced  by  a 
female  ” 


■  Seduced’’ '  1  asked  curiously 

"Arre,  the  kokila  lays  her  egg  secretly  in  the  crow’s  nest  The 
egg’s  shape  and  colour  are  exactly  like  a  crow’s  egg  The  crow 
never  once  suspects  there’s  some  other  egg  in  her  nest  She  broods 
the  kokila’s  egg  And  so,  the  musical  enchanter  of  one  and  all  is 
reared  m  the  crow’s  nest  ’’  He  curled  the  whip  around  his  neck 
“Kokila— in  a  crow’s  nest’’"  I  gave  the  matter  deep  thought 
How  could  that  happen’’  What  proof  was  there  that  Bhagadatta 

was  telling  the  truth’’  A'nd  suppose  he  was — for  a  moment _ 

speaking  the  truth,  well,  so  what’’  What  harm  was  there  in  that’’ 
It  could  very  well  be  that  kokilas  grew  up  in  crows’  nests  But 
that  didn’t  turn  a  kokila  into  a  crow,  did  it?  Comespring,  and  the 
kokila’s  mellitluous  voice  made  the  truth  apparent— “I  am  a 
kokila  I  am  a  kokila  " 


The  Death  Conqueror 


29 


open  my  eyes,  he  gave  me  a  smile  I  looked  around 
Brahmadatta,  Virabahu  and  their  companions,  so  fnsky  a  while 
ago,  had  re-grouped  I  recalled  the  Royal  Court,  and  it  seemed 
that  only  a  little  while  ago  a  flaming  strength  had  entered  my  body 
And  just  as  quickly  the  strength  vanished — I  had  no  idea  where  I 
felt  drained  But  there  was  no  pain  in  my  body,  I  hurriedly  sat  up 

I  examined  my  body  for  any  wounds  Not  a  scratch  anywhere  I 
stood  up  1  took  the  nose-rope  from  father’s  hands,  and  smartly 
slapped  the  hump  of  the  panting  bull  He  shivered  in  fear  He 
tucked  his  tail  between  his  legs  and  shrank  back  The  bull’s  keeper 
was  standing  nearby  I  passed  the  bull’s  rope  to  him  He  stared  at 
me  in  wide-eyed  surprise  and  walked  away,  leading  his  bull  And 
so  the  Royal  Court  ended 

II 


That  evening  I  got  a  full  report  of  what  happened  Shon 
narrated  how  the  bull  had  tned  every  method  of  overthrowing  me, 
but  failed  completely  For  two  hours  he  leapt  around,  tossing  his 
horns,  and  jerking  his  body  in  weird  contortions  He  jumped,  he 
scratched  at  the  ground  with  bis  hooves,  but  in  the  end  he  tired 
and  stood  still  Foam  flecked  his  mouth,  he  panted  and  snorted 
heavily  In  the  meantime  Shon  rushed  home  and  returned  with 
father,  who  managed  to  slip  the  rope  through  the  beast’s  nose  But 
he  had  a  difficult  time  getting  me  to  release  the  bull’s  horns  1  was 
told  that  touching  my  body  then  was  like  touching  fire 
I  became  pensive  I  had  grappled  with  a  wild  beast  for  two 
hours — and  not  a  scratch  showed  on  my  body!  Why*^  How  did  my 
body  become  so  hot  that  merely  touching  it  caused  blisters'^ 

1  asked  Shon  cunously,  “Shon,  have  you  ever  been  hurt  while 
playing‘s  ’ 

He  replied,  “Many  times  There  was  this  time  when  I  dived  deep 
in  the  Ganga  There  was  a  jagged  rock  below  My  head  struck  it, 
and  suddenly  1  saw  stars  When  I  emerged,  I  saw  the  water  all  red 
My  head  hurt  Brahmadatta  had  pulled  me  out.  and  crushed  some 
leaves  with  a  rock  and  squeezed  the  medicinal  sap  on  my  head,  I 
don't  know  what  I  haven’t  said  a  word  of  this  to  mother,  because  I 
know  she’ll  be  very  upset  Remember — not  a  word'”  He  bent  his 
head  and  showed  me  the  scar 

When  Shon  gets  hurt,  he  bleeds  My  body,  when  hurt,  should 
bleed  too  I  rose  abruptly  and  went  straight  to  Parnakuti.  where  a 
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from  the  army'>”  Brahmadatta  the  Vmer  cautioned  Shon 

I  hesitated,  but  they  caught  me  by  my  arm  and  ensconced  me  o 
the  black-stone  throne  Bending  low  with  deep  respect, 
Brahmadatta  said,  “Lord  of  Champanagari'  Maharaja 

Vasusena— ”  ,  j  » 

And  the  others  )ayfuUy  concluded,  “Victory  to  him  and  sat 
down  There  was  no  escape  now  for  me,  so  I  royally  proclaimed, 
“Vizier,  I  hereby  permit  you  to  open  the  proceedings  before  the 


court  assembly  ” 

The  proceedings  began,  but  the  loud  shouts  of  victory  had 
irritated  a  massive  bull  that  was  grazing  in  the  nearby  field  along 
with  other  animals  His  bushy  tail  swung  up  stiff  and  erect  Nostnls 
puffing,  snorting  fiercely,  ears  perked  in  the  direction  of  the  noise, 
horns  pointed  forward,  he  straightened  his  ears  and  charged 
towards  us  Brahmadatta  saw  his  horrendous  form  approach  and, 
sprinting  helter-skelter  for  safely,  with  upraised  arms,  shouted, 
“General — ^Maharaja — Run’  Run’ — Disaster — in  the  kingdom 
Just  as  ram  water  spreads  quickly  m  all  directions,  the  boys 
scattered  in  no  time  Shon  kept  tugging  at  my  arm  and  pulling  I 
swiftly  stood  up  straight,  on  the  stone  I  pulled  Shon  up  and  made 
him  stand  behind  me  The  bull  sped  towards  us  like  a  hurricane  His 
eyes  were  flaming  He  was  bent  on  crushing  everything  in  his  path 
Saliva  dripped  from  his  mouth,  occasionally  gleaming  as  the  sun¬ 
light  fell  on  It  He  halted  bnefly  as  he  came  near  the  stone  His 
hooves  scraped  and  scratched  the  earth  and,  his  horns  pointed 
straight  ahead,  he  plunged  forward  like  an  arrow  I  glanced  bnefly 
at  the  sky  With  just  his  two  hands  the  Sun-God  was  controlling, 
effortlessly,  the  innumerable  horses  of  his  chariot  Before  I  had 


time  to  think,  I  pushed  Shon  aside,  and  the  next  instant  1  had  firmly 
grasped  the  bull’s  horns  Shon’s  scream  “B-h  a-i-y-a’”  came  to  my 
ears  indistinctly  What  happened  after  that,  I  don’t  remember 
clearly  The  more  that  beast  tned  to  gore  and  toss  me,  the  tighter  I 
entwined  my  hands  around  his  homs  My  body  felt  like  the  seanng 

iron  wheel  of  a  rushing  chanoi  Who  was  Vasu’>  Where  was  _ 1 

knew  nothing 

When  my  eyes  opened,  I  found  myself  in  the  same  field,  but  my 
head  was  cradled  in  my  mother’s  lap  Father  was  standing  nearby, 
he  was  holding  the  bull  by  the  nose  rope  The  red-eyed,  leaping  bull 
now  stood  still,  fatigued  and  panting  His  mouth  was  foaming  Shon 
was  standing  beside  my  head,  staring  at  me  intently  Seeing  me 
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The  next  day  father  told  me  to  get  ready  because  we  were  going  to 
Hastinapura.  Obediently  I  began  putting  all  the  necessaries  in  one 
place.  My  mind  seethed  with  thoughts.  It  was  farewell  to 
Champanagari  now.  AH  her  slcy-kissing  trees — the  flame-of-the- 
forest,  the  seven-leafed  sapta-pama,  the  andani^  the  mahua,  the 
trumpet-flower,  the  khadira — were  going  to  be  separated  from  me. 
The  patra-rathas ,  eagles,  kokilas,  red  sheldrakes,  pigeons  and 
other  birds  were  all  going  to  be  distant  from  me.  Brahmadatta, 
Viramitra,  Bahuketu  and  other  friends — was  going  to  be  alienated 
from  them.  I  was  going  far  away  from  lovely  Pamakuti  which  was 
situated  under  the  thick  shade  of  the  banyan,  and  which  had 
showered  affection  on  me  for  fourteen  years.  And  my  mother 
Radha  who  loved  me  more  than  life  itself,  who  reared  me  like  a 
young  calf,  who  tended  me  like  a  baby  deer — I  was  leaving  her  too, 
and  going  who  knows  how  far  away.  Wiose  breast-milk  had  not  yet 
dried  on  my  lips — that  dear  mother  of  mine — and  I  was  going  away, 
leaving  her  with  nothing  except  tears.  “Vasu-bhaiyal 
Vasu-bhaiyal” — who  never  tired  repeating  these  words — that 
watchful,  blameless,  innocent  Shon — I  was  going  away  from  him 
too.  And  the  thing  that  really  pricked  me  was  that  I  would  never  see 
the  Sun-God  as  he  climbed  up  on  the  vast  waters  of  Ganga-mata 
and  roused  such  profound  inspiring  feelings  in  me.  1  was  off  to 
Hastinapura!  What  was  Hastinapura  like?  I  had  heard  of  its  huge 
palaces.  Massive  gymnasia,  gigantic  arsenals  packed  with  weapons, 
stables  with  rows  of  handsome  neighing  horses,  and  imposing 
temples  whose  domes  caressed  the  sky  like  sapta-pama  trees.  And 
countless  warriors  too,  with  chests  like  huge  doors  of  gateways,  with 
strong  arms  and  thighs.  I  had  heard  it  was  the  capital  of  the  Kuru 
dynasty.  Where  was  it  situated,  I  wondered. 

Deep  in  thought,  I  wasted  no  time  and  kept  placing  near  the 
chariot  whatever  I  could  lay  hands  on.  Meanwhile,  Shon  turned  up, 
and  lent  me  a  helping  hand.  He  still  had  no  idea  that  I  was  leaving 
too.  He  said,  “Vasu-bhaiya,  wouldn’t  it  be  wonderful  if  father 
brought  his  chariot  here  every  time?  We’d  have  a  great  time  driving 
around  in  it!”  I  didn’t  reply.  How  was  I  going  to  explain  to  him  that  I 
was  leaving  him  today?  Father  started  yoking  the  horses  to  the 
chariot.  Shon  brought  each  horse  to  him.  I  stopped  and  sought 
mother’s  blessing  at  the  gate.  She  raised  me  and  smelt  my  head  for  a 
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cache  of  bows  and  arrows  was  arranged  in  a  row.  Swiftly  1  P““ed 
out  one  arrow.  Its  sharp  head  shone  like  a  ray  of  moonlight.  1 
lifted  the  arrow  above  my  head.  Yes,  its  sharp  point  was  aimed  at 
my  foot.  I  let  go  the  shaft.  It  will  pierce  my  foot,  I  thought,  and, 
trembling,  I  closed  my  eyes.  Dazzling  rings  of  light  swam  in  front 
of  my  eyes.  The  arrow  struck  my  foot,  but  I  felt  no  more  than  as  if 
a  grass  blade  had  pricked  me.  The  shaft’s  point  had  not 
penetrated  my  skin.  I  thought;  My  aim  was  wrong.  I  threw  it  at  my 
foot  again  and  again.  Not  once  did  the  point  pierce  my  flesh.  I 
gazed  intently  at  my  foot.  Not  even  the  tiniest  scratch!  The-demon 
of  curiosity  and  doubt  began  dancing  before  me,  leaving  a  trail  of 
questions.  Holding  the  arrow,  madly  1  plunged  it  in  my  thigh,  my 
arm,  my  chest,  my  stomach — wherever  I  could — ^with  my  full 
strength.  But  there  was  no  place  that  it  could  penetrate.  Why? 
Was  my  skin  invulnerable?  A  lightning  flash  of  doubt  sped  across 
one  end  of  my  mind  to  the  other.  Yes,  my  entire  body  was  made  of 
impenetrable  flesh-armour.  Impenetrable  flesh-armour! 
Amazing! — Even  it  I  were  to  jump  off  a  speeding  chariot,  I  wouid 
not  get  hurt.  No  stone,  no  rock,  no  weapon  could  ever  wound  me. 
No  wound  ever! — Meaning  1  would  never  die.  Never  die!  My 
go!den  skin  wouid  shine  for  ever.  1  was  immortal.  My  skin  was 
invulnerable.  That’s  why  I  wasn’t  even  scratched  when  I  grappled 
with  the  fierce  bull.  1  had  received  the  gift  of  special  armour.  My 
ears  flash  with  special  dazzling  rings.  Shon  is  my  own  brother.  Yet 
Shon  has  neither  special  armour  not  special  ear-rings.  Only 
me— why  is  it  only  me  who’s  received  all  this?  Who  am  I?  Who  am 
I?  The  sandpiper  of  doubt  hammered  its  shrill  cry  in  the  sky  of  my 
mind.  A  fire  of  topsy-turvy  thoughts  blazed  up.  It  struck  me  that  1 
was  different  from  others,  very  different.  These  thoughts  pained 
me.  The  Radha-mata  whose  milk  I  sucked,  whose  flesh-and- 
blood  was  my  inheritance,  who  accepted  any  burden  and  toiled 
incessantly  for  me — should  I  not  be  eternally  grateful  for  the  love 
she  showered  on  me?  “Vasu-bhaiya!  Vasu-bhaiya!”— the  loving 
brother  who  innocently  day  and  night  repeated  my  name— wasn’t 
it  all  a  deception  then?  My  mind  rebelled  and  harshly  warned  me- 
“Who  am  I?  Don’t  scream  this  like  a  madman.  Remember;  you 
are  the  son  of  Adhiratha  and  Radha.  You  are  Kama,  the 
charioteer’s  son.  You  are  Shon’s  elder  brother  Kama.  You  are  a 
charioteer  in  a  family  of  charioteers.  A  charioteer." 
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back!”  I  glanced  at  Pita-ji.  He  made  a  spot  decision^  “Good.  Come 
with  us.”  Overjoyed,  Shon  embraced  me.  I  wiped  the  drops  of 
sweat  off  his  face  with  my  upper  garment.  Truly,  I  was  a  lucky  one  to 
have  so  loving  a  brother! 

The  familiar  outskirts  of  the  town  were  left  behind. 
Champanagari  vanished  in  the  thick  surrounding  foliage.  My  child¬ 
hood  also  started  fading.  The  greenery  which  bore  the  stamp  of  my 
boyhood  bit  by  bit  started  to  disappear.  The  vakula,  khadirOy  and 
dandavi  trees  were  all  left  behind.  Champanagari’s  mushroom¬ 
shaped  thatched  hut  and  other  houses  faded  in  the  distance.  The 
plateau  where  two  days  ago  we  had  played  Raj-Sabha  came  into 
view.  The  black  stone-slab  in  its  centre  stood  alone,  heated  in  the 
sun.  The  imaginary  throne  on  which  1  was  honourably  ensconced  as 
the  reigning  king —  the  throne  of  Maharaj  Vasusena — silently  bid 
me  farewell.  I  raised  my  hands  and  respectfully  prayed  for  blessings 
from  the  stone  and  from  Champanagari.  My  life  was  racing  away 
from  the  verdure  of  childhood — from  Champanagari  to 
Hastinapura. 

13 


Hastinapura!  The  prosperous  and  puissant  capital  of  the  Kurus! 
City  of  heroic  warriors!  City  of  varied  artisans!  City  of  my  vivid 
imagination!  City  about  which  I  had  only  heard  from  father — that 
city,  after  a  month,  slowly  came  into  my  sight.  The  domes  of  palaces 
snd  temp}es  stood  trsosTined  m  the  womb  oS  the  sky.  And  the 
Ganga  flowed  gently  by,  laving  the  city  with  her  loveliness.  Count¬ 
less  birds  sang  and  sported  on  her  banks  in  a  sweet  chaos.  On  left 
and  right,  for  about  six  miles,  there  were  only  rows  of  tall  mansions, 
cow-sheds,  stables,  temples  and  gymnasia.  Our  chariot  was 
entering  the  capital  of  the  illustrious,  pure-souled  Kaurava 
monarch  Dhritarashtra.  My  life’s  chariot  would  be  travelling  from 
now  on  this  road  only.  Would  Ganga-mata  give  me  the  same 
companionship  here  that  I  received  from  her  in  Champanagari?  I 
asked  myself.  Our  chariot  drove  towards  the  outer  limits  in  a  swirl 
of  dust.  Grooms  were  leading  horses  to  water-troughs;  cowherds 
returning  with  cows  with  bells  tinkling  on  their  necks;  women 
wending  their  way  to  the  Ganga  to  fill  their  pitchers;  ploughs  atop 
shoulders,  peasants  trudging  back  after  a  hard  day’s  work  in  the 
fields— my  eyes  etched  each  scene  vividly  on  the  canvas  of  my  heart. 
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tong  time  She  pressed  me  to  her  heart  and  said  ‘''Stract'd'y- 
‘RLember  this,  Vasu  Never  enter  any  deep  waters  of  the 

Ganga  "Tears  trickled  down  her  checks  Two  dropped  on  my  l^ad 

I  hornpilated  My  blood  coursed  with  the  swiftness  of  wind  Each 
drop  of  my  blood  was  saying  to  the  tears  with  the  tenderest  love, 
“Mother,  how  can  I  assure  you  that  I  wilt  do  as  you  say’  I  can  only 
say  even  if  death  itself  threatens  your  Vasu,  he  won’t  swerve  a  jot 
from  the  path  of  truth  ” 

She  remembered  something,  and  returned  to  Pamakuti  Quickly 
she  placed  a  small  silver  casket  m  my  hand  In  an  anguished  tone  she 
said,  “Vasu,  whenever  you  think  of  me,  remember  to  have  a 
darshan  of  this  casket  See  me  in  this  casket  Treasure  it,  saying, 
‘This  IS  my  mother’  ’’ 

1  packed  the  casket  tightly  in  my  upper  garment  Once  again  I 
sought  her  blessing  With  trembling  hands,  she  placed  a  few  drops 
of  curd  in  my  palm,  which  1  reverentially  swallowed  1  gazed  full  and 
long  at  the  entire  Parnakuti,  filling  my  vision  1  turned  The  chariot 
was  ready  Shon  was  asking  father  something  Father  asked  me  to 
sit  in  the  chariot 

Hardly  had  I  sat  down  than  Shon  asked  father,  “Where’s  Bhaiya 
going’”  So  far  he  had  a  look  of  dismay,  now  his  eyes  filled  with 
tears 


“I’m  taking  him  to  Hastinapura  Why  don’t  you  go  in’”  Father 
slapped  the  reins  hard  on  the  horses’  backs  while  saying  this  The 
horses  raced  ahead  Shon  raised  his  hand  and  shouting,  “Bhaiya, 
wait’  Wait ’’’,  he  ran  behind  them  Mother  stepped  forward  and  held 
him  back  I  breathed  a  sigh  of  rehef  The  chariot  picked  up  speed 
Shon  freed  himself  from  mother’s  grasp  I  could  see  his  small  frame 
from  a  distance,  running  towards  me  Clutching  his  upper  garment 
in  one  hand,  the  other  uplifted,  he  continued  running  We  had 
reached  the  town  limits  I  had  thought  Shon  would  give  up  and  go 
back  Buthekeptonrunningwithonehandupraised  laskedfather 
to  halt  Seeing  us  slow  down,  he  ran  even  faster  What  amazing 
pluck  that  sweet  and  simple  little  boy  Shon  had'  He  wanted  to 
accompany  me — that’s  why  he  ran  all  the  way,  forgetting  everything 
else  What  obduracy'  No,  not  stubbornness— it  was  his  sponta¬ 
neous  and  pristine  love  for  me  Panting,  he  caught  up  with  us  Sweat 
drenched  his  young  face  Though  fatigued,  he  jumped  inside  the 
chariot  Sobbing,  panting,  he  gasped  jerkily,  “You’re  leaving  me 
andgoing'Isn’tthatit,Bhaiya’Ifyougo  Igowithyou  Iwon’tgo 


The  Death-Conqueror 


35 


looked  as  radiant  as  Vishnu  Himself  The  massive-headed  mace  in 
his  hand  made  him  look  undisputably  impressive  He  leapt  out  and 
approached  father  He  had  a  distinctively  haughty  and  imperious 
gait  He  walked  the  earth  like  a  rutting  elephant  He  was  constantly 
adjusting  his  slipping  upper  garment  with  stylish  jerks  of  his  arms 
His  lotus-eyes  were  piercing  and  lustrous,  his  nose  dagger-straight 
and  pointed  I  can’t  say  why,  but  there  was  one  thing  about  him  I 
didn’t  like  His  thick  and  ugly  eyebrows  curved  like  a  python  able  to 
crush  the  whole  world  in  its  sinuous  folds 
He  glanced  at  me  and  asked  father,  “Chacha-ji,  who’s  he’” 
“My  son  Kama,  Yuvaraj,”  father  replied 
“Kama  Good  But  why  did  yon  bring  him  here  today’” 

“To  show  him  your  capital  ” 

“Good  Introduce  him  to  the  minister  He’ll  take  him  round  the 
city  ” 

He  entered  like  a  hurncane,  and  returned  like  one,  he  ran  up  the 
stairs  like  lightning  At  the  last  but  one  step,  he  stopped,  turned, 
and  like  a  cloudburst  dashed  down  the  stairs  and  stood  in  front  of  us 
Gazing  fixedly  at  my  flesh-ear-nngs  he  said,  “These  ear-nngs  of 
yours — you  were  bom  with  them,  no’” 

“Yes,”  I  answered,  looking  straight  into  his  lotus-hke  eyes 
“They  make  you  very  handsome  So  handsome  that  no  one’s 
going  to  believe  you  are  Chacha-ji’s  son  Don’t  you  think  so, 
Chacha-ji’”  He  placed  his  hand  on  my  shoulder  and  laughed  out 
loud  as  he  said  this  Father  was,  I  think,  stunned  He  didn’t  say  a 
word,  just  stood  there,  transfixed 
The  ink-black  cloud  must  have  shrouded  the  sun  because  the 
white,  pure  stone  of  the  palace  suddenly  appeared  smoky  and 
gnmy  I  felt  suffocated  Pnnce  Dutyodhana  stormed  away  exactly 
as  he  had  stormed  in  We  kept  stanng  at  his  fading  figure 
The  shut-in  earlier  sky  seemed  now  to  ojien  up  into  cloudlessness , 
because  the  hazy  stairs  became  again  pnstine 
Father  parked  his  carnage  in  the  chanot-house  To  save  Shon  Ihe 
difficulty  of  cUmbing  all  these  stairs,  he  took  him  to  his  rooms  and 
relumed  We  went  up  the  palace  stejis  to  pay  our  resjjects  to  Maharaja 
Dhntarashtra  Little  belts  of  memory  tinkled  m  Ihe  temple  of  my  mind 
as  I  climbed  the  steps  Father  used  to  tell  me  stones  of  the  heroic 
exploits  of  the  Kuni  dynasty,  and  these  stones  now  sprang  up  from  the 
deep  recesses  of  my  mind  I  was  agog  with  fear,  cunosity,  respect, 
doubt,  devotion,  and  a  mulutudc  of  strange  feelings 


34 


Mrityunjaya 


The  sun,  wearily  taking  leave  of  the  city,  departed  westwards  His 
Scattered  rays  drenched  the  clouds  on  the  horizon  in  a  medley  of 
Dink,  orange,  and  other  enchanting  hues  I  gazed  respectfully  at  the 
Sun  weaving  such  lovely  magic  with  his  rays  I  thought  I  noticed  on 
the  Sun’s  face  the  same  expression  of  sadness  that  one  secs  in  a 
woman  who  parts  with  something  very  precious  to  her  Near  him 
was  a  single  dark  cloud  That  perhaps  was  why  1  felt  what  I  felt  It 
was  as  if,  passing  his  setting  rays  like  long  loving  fingers  on 
Hastinapura’s  face,  he  was  saying,  “We  will  meet  again  tomorrow  ’ 
Our  chariot  entered  by  the  mam  gate  of  the  royal  palace  The 
gate-keepers  welcomed  father  with  respectful  bows  We  halted  near 
the  stables  As  always,  Shon  jumped  out  first  1  kept  looking  at  the 
palace  from  the  chanot  It  looked  as  pretty  as  a  new-born  baby  It 
was  constructed  entirely  of  white  marble  All  of  Champanagan 
could  easily  be  fitted  inside  its  huge  circumference  The  white 
palace  with  its  black  ramparts  looked  like  a  black  clay  pot  filled  to 
the  brim  with  a  mound  of  salt  Inside  were  a  senes  of  double 


courtyards  and  halls  In  the  centre  a  circular  pool,  in  which  the 
countless  rays  of  the  setting  sun  played  colourfully  Multi-coloured 
fish  and  milk  white  long-necked  swans  frolicked  in  its  waters  White 
and  blue  lotuses  swayed  in  the  breeze  On  four  sides  were  four  lion 


statues  carved  in  white  stone  In  front  were  numerous  stairs  leading 
up  to  the  palace  I  counted  the  steps  One  hundred  and  five’  Did  I 
miss  a  step  or  two’’  I  re  counted  One,  two,  four,  ten,  twenty,  fifty, 
hundred,  one  hundred  and  one,  two,  four,  five,  and  one  hundred 
and  SIX  Arre’  The  last  time  I  counted  there  were  one  hundred  and 


five  How  do  I  get  a  hundred  and  six  now’’  I  worned  over  this  “A 
hundred  and  five  or  a  hundred  and  six  How  does  that  affect  me’’’’  1 


adjusted  my  upper  garment  and  was  about  to  step  on  the  pure  and 
splendid  ground  of  Hastinapura  when  suddenly  a  chanot  pulled  by 
seven  black  horses  thundered  in  like  a  storm  through  the  main 
gates  A  gate-keeper  announced  loudly,  “Prince  Duryodhana,  the 
Jewel  m  the  Crown  of  Maharaja  Dhntarashtra,  Monarch  of 
Hastinapura'  The  attendants,  gate-keepers,  and  subjects  sprang  to 
attention  Father  turned  and  bowed  in  the  direction  of  the  chanot 
Chacha-ji,  when  did  you  return  from  Champanagan’’’’ 
Duryodhana  smilingly  asked  as  he  descended  from  his  chanot 
‘This  very  moment,  ’Ifuvaraj,”  father  said  humbly 
From  the  chariot  I  looked  at  Pnnce  Duryodhana  He  was  about 
fourteen  or  fifteen  years  old  He  was  dressed  as  a  wamor,  and 
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golden  crown  with  multi-coloured  embellishments.  His  royal 
vesture  dazzled.  He  had  large  necklaces  of  ruby,  pearl,  and  beryl, 
whose  nimbus  encircled  his  manly  neck  with  soft-blue  effulgence. 
The  large-chested  monarch  looked  most  impressive  on  account  of 
his  thick,  flowing  white  beard.  But  dark  circles  ringed  his  eyes, 
which  seemed  to  be  closed.  On  his  right,  just  below  him,  on  a  simple 
white  wooden  seat  sat  a  serene  and  refulgent  man ,  one  end  of  whose 
white  upper  garment,  draped  over  his  left  shoulder,  revealed  his  fair 
shining  strong  body  as  muscular  as  a  plantain  tree.  His  face  was  as 
round  as  a  pot;  his  eyes  gentle  and  serious;  a  large  tilak  graced  his 
forehead.  On  the  Maharaja’s  left  stood  a  tall,  formidable  man 
holding  a  golden  sceptre. 

Father  bowed  low  and  respectfully  greeted  his  monarch.  He 
signalled  me  to  do  the  same.  I  pranamed. 

“Your  majesty,  your  servant  Adhiratha,  chief  of  the  Sutas,  bows 
and  salutes  you.  My  son,  Kama  here,  also  salutes  you  in  deepest 
homage,”  father  said,  bowing. 

“Come.  Tell  me  news,  Adhiratha,  of  Champanagari.  And  is  this 
son  of  yours  the  same  who  was  born  with  flesh-armour  and  flesh- 
ear-rings?  We  have  heard  a  great  deal  about  the  ear-rings  and  the 
impenetrable  armour.” 

“Yes,  Maharaja.  This  is  he,  Kama.” 

“Kama,  child,  come  near.”  He  stretched  his  hand  in  my 
direction. 

Father  nodded  to  me  to  approach  the  monarch.  I  quickly  stepped 
forward.  He  groped  forward  and  took  my  hand  in  his.  I  iooked  up  at 
his  face.  The  edges  of  his  delicate,  pink  eyes  were  moist.  The 
muscles  around  his  eyes  twitched  restlessly  in  an  effort  to  open 
them.  Instead,  what  happened  was  that  the  water  at  the  comers  of 
his  eyes  trickled  troublingly  down  his  cheeks  and  into  his  beard.  I 
touched  his  feet.  He  raised  me  up  by  my  hand,  cupped  my  face  in  his 
trembling  hands,  and  fingered  my  ear-rings  fully.  There  was  a 
strange  fascination  in  his  quavering  caresses.  Raising  his  eyebrows 
and  turning  to  his  right,  he  said,  “Vidura,  it’s  really  remarkable!  He 
has  (lesh-car-rings!  Most  extraordinary. " 

"Yes,  Maharaja.  And  his  body  is  protected  by  golden  skin- 
armour.”  Then  Vidura  asked  father,  “Adhiratha.  you  are  dark- 
complexioned.  How  did  your  son  get  to  be  golden-skinned?” 

"Gurudev,  he  has  his  mother’s  complexion.”  Father  stood  with 
folded  palms  and  said,  “I  have  a  prayer,  Maharaja,” 
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The  illustrious  Maharaja  Hash  of  the  Solar  Dynasty  had 
founded  this  city  after  seeing  the  vast  and  pure  Ganga  flowing 
nearby  His  great-grandson  Kuru  turned  out  to  be  so  cx^- 
ordinaty  that  the  dynasty  came  to  be  known  by  his  name  The 
descendants  were  called  Kauravas  It  was  this  same  illustrious 
Maharaja  Kuru  who  ordered  this  palace  built 
The  Solar  Dynasty  boasted  a  learned  monarch  like  Manu,  a  fincst- 
of  mortals  like  Puraravas,  an  Indra-vanquisher  like  Nahusha,  an 
earth  shaking  world-conqueror  like  Yayati,  Yayati’s  valiant  sons 
Yadu  and  Puru,  and  others  like  danamejaya,  Ahamyati,  Devatithi, 
Dushyanta  Bharata  Hash  and  Ajamidha,  naturally  it  was  to  be 
expected  that  Maharaja  Kuru  would  be  even  more  magnificent  and 
virtue-laden  since  his  reign,  in  the  minds  of  his  subjects,  over¬ 
shadowed  the  grandeur  of  his  ancestors  What  kind  of  man  was 
Maharaja  Kurut  Why  Maharaja  Kuru  onlyt  Were  his  descendants 
any  less  splendid^  Viduratha,  Anashvan,  Pankshit,  Bhimsena, 
Panshravas  and  others  constituted  a  dynastic  garland  m  which  each 
flower  excelled  its  compamon  Maharaja  Pankshit  was  truly  a  peak  of 
Kuru  glory  Vartsbtavas’  son  Maharaja  Shantanu  married  a  fcher- 
chief  s  daughter  and  set  an  example  to  the  Kuru  dynasty  His  brother 
Maharaja  Devapi  renounced  the  huge  prosfierous  tangdom,  as  if  it 
was  nothing  more  valuable  than  a  blade  of  grass,  he  was  indeed  the 
shining  star  of  the  Kuru  tradition 

Who  knows  how  many  joy-drenched  days  of  triumph  and 
victory  this  royal  temple  had  witnessed^ 

Inside,  we  walked  on,  leaving  behind  one  palatial  splendour 
after  another  I  let  my  eyes  take  in  as  much  of  the  grandeur  as 
possible  The  royal  temple  glowed  with  the  splendours  of  the 
surrounding  palaces  Each  palace  stone  pillar  was  finely  sculpted 
Each  pillar  was  carved  out  of  a  huge  monolith  On  the  palace  walls 
the  lives  of  the  Kuru  ancestors  were  displayed  in  beautiful 
paintings  Near  the  gates  of  each  palace,  servants  and  maids  stood 
by  humbly,  efficiently  performing  their  various  duties  Here  and 


there  were  smooth,  beautiful  statues  of  soldiers  m  different  poses 
of  combat  and  duel  Also,  in  wooden  cages  one  could  see 
peacocks,  kokilas,  pigeons,  bhardavajas  and  other  birds,  emitting 
weird  cries — living  artistic  testimonials  to  Kuru  glory 
We  approached  Dhntarashtra’s  palace  I  gazed  with  ardent 
eagerness  Maharaja  Dhritarashtra  sat  on  a  gold  ornamented  dais, 
carved  with  fine  inlay  workmanship  On  his  head  was  a  beautiful 
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golden  crown  with  multi-coloured  embellishments  His  royal 
vesture  dazzled  He  had  large  necklaces  of  ruby,  pearl,  and  beryl, 
whose  nimbus  encircled  his  manly  neck  with  soft-blue  effulgence 
The  large-chested  monarch  looked  most  impressive  on  account  of 
his  thick,  flowing  white  beard  But  dark  circles  ringed  his  eyes, 
which  seemed  to  be  closed  On  his  right,  just  below  him,  on  a  simple 
white  wooden  seat  sat  a  serene  and  refulgent  man,  one  end  of  whose 
white  upper  garment ,  draped  over  his  left  shoulder,  revealed  his  fair 
shining  strong  body  as  muscular  as  a  plantain  tree  His  face  was  as 
round  as  a  pot,  his  eyes  gentle  and  serious,  a  large  tilak  graced  his 
forehead  On  the  Maharajahs  left  stood  a  tall,  formidable  man 
holding  a  golden  sceptre 

Father  bowed  low  and  respectfully  greeted  his  monarch  He 
signalled  me  to  do  the  same  I  pranamed 

“Your  majesty,  your  servant  Adhiratha,  chief  of  the  Sutas,  bows 
and  salutes  you  My  son,  Kama  here,  also  salutes  you  in  deepest 
homage,”  father  said,  bowing 

“Come  Tell  me  news,  Adhiratha,  of  Cbampanagan  And  is  this 
son  of  yours  the  same  who  was  bom  with  flesh-armour  and  flesh- 
ear-rings'’  We  have  heard  a  great  deal  about  the  ear-nngs  and  the 
impenetrable  armour  ” 

“Yes,  Maharaja  This  is  he,  Kama  ” 

“Kama,  child,  come  near  ”  He  stretched  his  hand  in  my 
direction 

Father  nodded  to  me  to  approach  the  monarch  1  quickly  stepped 
forward  He  groped  forward  and  took  my  band  in  hts  Hooked  upat 
his  face  The  edges  of  his  delicate,  pink  eyes  were  moist  The 
muscles  around  his  eyes  twitched  restlessly  in  an  effort  to  open 
them  Instead,  what  happened  was  that  the  water  at  the  comers  of 
his  eyes  tnckled  troublingly  down  his  cheeks  and  into  his  beard  I 
touched  his  feet  He  raised  me  up  by  my  hand,  cupped  my  face  in  his 
trembling  hands,  and  fingered  my  ear-nngs  fully  There  was  a 
strange  fascination  m  his  quavenng  caresses  Raising  his  eyebrows 
and  turning  to  his  nght,  he  said,  **Vidura,  it’s  really  remarkable’  He 
has  flesh-ear  nngs’  Most  extraordinary  ” 

“Yes,  Maharaja  And  his  body  is  protected  by  golden  skin- 
armour  •’  Then  Vidura  asked  father,  “Adhiratha.  you  arc  dark- 
complexioned  How  did  your  son  get  to  be  golden  skinned?” 

“Gurudev,  he  has  his  mother’s  complexion  "  Father  stood  with 
folded  palms  and  said.  “I  have  a  prayer,  Maharaja  " 
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The  illustnous  Maharaja  Hast,  of  the  Solar  Dynasty  had 
founded  this  city  after  seeing  the  vast  and  pure  Ganga  flotving 
nearby  Hts  great  grandson  Kuru  turned  out  to  be  so  extra¬ 
ordinary  that  the  dynasty  came  to  be  known  by  hts  name  The 
descendants  were  called  Kauravas  It  was  this  same  illustnous 
Maharaja  Kuru  who  ordered  this  palace  built 
The  Solar  Dynasty  boasted  a  teamed  monarch  like  Manu,  a  finest- 
of-mortals  like  Puraravas,  an  Indra  vanquisher  like  Nahusha,  an 
earth  shaking  world  conqueror  like  Yayati,  Yayati’s  valiant  sons 
Yadu  and  Pura  and  others  like  Janamejaya,  Ahamyati,  Devatithi, 
Dushyanta,  Bharata,  Hasti  and  Ajamidha,  naturally  it  was  to  be 
expected  that  Maharaja  Kuru  would  be  even  more  magnificent  and 
virtue  laden  since  his  reign,  in  the  minds  of  his  subjects,  over¬ 
shadowed  the  grandeur  of  his  ancestors  What  kind  of  man  was 
Maharaja  Kuru^  Why  Maharaja  Kuru  only'?  Were  hts  descendants 
any  less  splendidt  'Viduratha,  Anashvan,  Pankshit,  Bhimsena, 
Panshravas  and  others  conshtuted  adynashc  garland  m  which  each 
flower  excelled  its  compamon  Maharaja  Pankshit  was  troly  a  peak  of 
Kuru  glory  Panshravas’  son  Maharaja  Shantanu  mamed  a  fisher- 
chiefs  daughter  and  set  an  example  to  the  Kuru  dynasty  His  brother 
Maharaja  Devapi  renounced  the  huge  prosperous  kingdom,  as  it  it 
was  nothing  more  valuable  than  a  blade  of  grass,  he  was  indeed  the 
shining  star  of  the  Kuru  tradition 


Who  knows  how  many  joy-drenched  days  of  tnumph  and 
victory  this  royal  temple  had  witnessed’? 

Inside,  we  walked  on,  leaving  behind  one  palatial  splendour 
after  another  I  let  my  eyes  lake  in  as  much  of  the  grandeur  as 
possible  The  royal  temple  glowed  with  the  splendours  of  the 
surrounding  palaces  Each  palace  stone  pillar  was  finely  sculpted 
Each  pillar  was  carved  out  of  a  huge  monolith  On  the  palace  walls 
the  lives  of  the  Kuru  ancestors  were  displayed  in  beautiful 
paintings  Near  the  gates  of  each  palace,  servants  and  maids  stood 
by  humbly,  efficiently  performing  their  various  duties  Here  and 
there  were  smooth,  beautiful  statues  of  soldiers  m  different  poses 
of  combat  and  duel  Also,  in  wooden  cages  one  could  see 
peacocks,  kokilas,  pigeons,  bhardavajas  and  other  birds,  emitting 
weird  cries — living  artistic  testimonials  to  Kuru  glory 
We  approached  Dhntarashtta’s  palace  I  gazed  with  ardent 
eagerness  Maharaja  Dhritarashtra  sat  on  a  gold  ornamented  dais 
carved  with  fine  inlay  workmanship  On  his  head  was  a  beautiful 
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“You’re  nght.  son  Gurudeva  Vidura  is  Maharaja  Dhntarashira  s 
brother,  but  he  has  resolved  to  become  a  royal  sannyasi  ’ 

What's  sannyasi'^ 

“A  sannayasi  is  one  who  renounces  everything  the  kingdom, 
the  palace,  all  this  splendour — he  has  no  claim  on  any  of  these  ” 

“Why  does  he  live  here  then'^’ 

“To  prevent  his  blind  brother’s  kingdom  from  falling  apart 
Each  word  he  says  here  is  respected  So  is  the  Pandavas’  mother, 
Queen  Kunti-devi  ’’ 

“Raj-mata  Kunti-devi  ’’  I  was  on  the  point  of  questioning  again, 
when  suddenly  from  a  nearby  grove  a  kokila  trilled  its  “Ku-oo- 
ku-oo”  and  swished  over  our  heads  from  an  ashoka  tree  Looking 
at  It,  I  recalled  Bhagadatta,  who  had  once  observed  that  the 
kokila,  which  sings  a  full  range  of  seven  notes,  is  reared  by  a 
mother  crow  because  its  own  mother  lays  her  egg  in  a  crow’s  nest 
Crazy  Bhagadatta'  Who  cares  where  a  kokila  is  reared’  It’s 
enough  that  at  the  right  time  its  ail-enchanting  melody  fills  the 
countryside 

We  came  to  an  impressive  temple  to  Bhagavan  Vishnu  Its 
spire’s  cupola  was  made  of  gold,  it  dazzled  m  the  background  of 
the  blue  sky  in  the  sinking  light  of  the  setting  sun,  and  the  rays 
seemed  to  turn  into  gold 

“The  dome  was  ordered  by  the  Maharaja,’’  father  said,  pointing 
towards  it 

I  thought  The  king  who  ordered  the  golden  cupola  is  blind  He 
camrof  see  fhe  spterrctoufs  <s(  hts  oww  krirgdom  It  must  have  been  a 
blind  fate  indeed  that  cruelly  placed  a  king  amidst  such  gloncs  and 
took  away  his  eyesight  A  hundred  sons  and  a  limitless  magnificent 
kingdom — should  such  a  raja  be  called  blessed’ — or  woebegone, 
because  he  lacked  the  eyes  to  see  all  this’  How  did  this  blind  father 
recognise  his  hundred  sons’  Most  important,  how  did  a  sightless 
monarch  manage  to  rule  such  a  vast  and  flounshing  kindgom’ 
Chhee^  There  are  some  questions  that  have  no  answers 

“Remember,  son,  you  must  touch  Gurudeva’s  feet  the  moment 
you  sec  him,“  father  advised  as  wc  walked 

“Pita-ji,  what  does  Gurudeva  look  like’  ’  I  asked  eagerly 

“How  do  I  know’  You’ll  sec  him  “ 

Wc  burned  our  pace  The  roads  swarmed  with  people  Tall 
mansions  flanked  the  thoroughfares  Temple  cupolas  silhouetted 
the  sky  Tinkling  echoes  of  temple  bells  filled  the  air.  Grooms  led 
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“V/hat  would  you  like,  Adhiratha*^” 

“If  my  sons  here  could  receive  military  training  along  with  the 

^  “Granted  Go  right  now  to  Gum  Drona-ji  and  register  their 
names  m  his  military  school  Do  it  today  ” 

The  Maharaja  turned  to  the  tall  person  on  his  left  and  said, 


“Vnshavarman,  look  after  his  needs  ” 

“Your  wish  IS  a  command,  Maharaja  ”  The  minister  saluted  his 
monarch  without,  however,  the  slightest  movement  of  the  sceptre 
We  offered  our  homage  also  and  came  out  of  the  palace  I  glanced 
m  Vidura’s  direction  before  leaving  1  thought  I  saw  a  thin  crease 
wrinkling  his  broad  forehead  It  sometimes  happens  that  though  it  is 
raining  some  place  far  away,  lightning  flashes  m  a  cloudless  sky— 
that  thin  crease  was  like  such  lightning,  or  so  it  seemed  to  me 


14 


From  the  city  we  proceeded  to  the  military  training  centre  I 
asked  father,  “What  is  wrong  with  Maharaja’s  eyes*^” 

“He’s  blind,  my  son  That’s  why  his  wife,  the  Queen  Mother 
Gandhan,  out  of  sympathy  has  bandaged  hex  eyes,  so  that  she  may 
not  see  this  world  ’’ 

‘Raj-maia  Gandhari  devi'^’’ 

“Yes  Pnnce  Duryodhana’s  mother  She  has  mnetynine  other 
sons  You’ll  see  them  in  the  training  centre  You’ll  also  meet  the 
Pandavas,  sons  of  Maharaja  Pandu  ” 

“The  Pandavas*’” 

“Yes  The  Kuru  prince  Pandu  was  the  nghtful  heir  to  the  king¬ 
dom,  but  the  crown  came  to  Dhritarashtra  because  of  Pandu’s 
untimely  death  Pandu  had  five  sons  They  are  called  Pandavas  by 
the  citizens  ” 

“Meaning  that  there  are  one  hundred  and  five  pnnces  m  the 
Kaurava  dynasty  Five  Pandavas  and  the  hundred  sons  of  Dhnta- 
rashtra  ”  I  thought  How  do  all  these  pnnces  behave  with  each  other^ 
“Also,  two  Maharajas  and  onegrandfather—PitamahaBhishma” 
father  explained 
“Two  Maharajas'’” 

“Maharaja  DhntarashtrU  and  Vidura  ” 

•  How  did  Vidura  become  a  Maharaja?  Only  a  little  while  ago  you 
called  him  Gurudeva  ’’ 
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‘'You’re  nght,  son  Gurudeva  Vidura  is  Maharaja  Dhntarashtra’s 
brother,  but  he  has  resolved  to  become  a  royal  sannyasi 

“What’s  sannyasi'^ 

‘  A  sannayasi  is  one  who  renounces  everything  the  kingdom, 
the  palace,  all  this  splendour — he  has  no  claim  on  any  of  these  ” 

“Why  does  he  live  here  then‘s’’ 

“To  prevent  his  blind  brother’s  kingdom  from  falling  apart 
Each  word  he  says  here  is  respected  So  is  the  Pandavas’  mother. 
Queen  Kunti-devi  ’’ 

“Raj-mata  Kunti-devi  “  I  was  on  the  point  of  questioning  again, 
when  suddenly  from  a  nearby  grove  a  kokila  trilled  its  “Ku-oo- 
ku-oo”  and  swished  over  our  heads  from  an  ashoka  tree  Looking 
at  It,  I  recalled  Bhagadatta,  who  had  once  observed  that  the 
kokila,  which  sings  a  full  range  of  seven  notes,  is  reared  by  a 
mother  crow  because  its  own  mother  lays  her  egg  in  a  crow’s  nest 
Crazy  Bhagadatta’  Who  cares  where  a  kokila  is  reared'?  It’s 
enough  that  at  the  right  time  us  all»enchanting  melody  fills  the 
countryside 

We  came  to  an  impressive  temple  to  Bhagavan  Vishnu  Its 
spire’s  cupola  was  made  of  gold,  it  dazzled  m  the  background  of 
the  blue  sky  in  the  sinking  light  of  the  setting  sun,  and  the  rays 
seemed  to  turn  into  gold 

“The  dome  was  ordered  by  the  Maharaja,”  father  said,  pointing 
towards  it 

I  thought  The  king  who  ordered  the  golden  cupola  is  blind  He 
cannot  see  the  splendours  of  his  own  kingdom  It  must  have  been  a 
blind  fate  indeed  that  cruelly  placed  a  king  amidst  such  glories  and 
took  away  his  eyesight  A  hundred  sons  and  a  limitless  magnificent 
kingdom — should  such  a  raja  be  called  blessed*?— or  woebegone, 
because  he  lacked  the  eyes  to  see  all  this*?  How  did  this  blind  father 
recognise  his  hundred  sons'?  Most  important,  how  did  a  sightless 
monarch  manage  to  rule  such  a  vast  and  flourishing  kindgom*? 
C/i/iec’  There  are  some  questions  that  have  no  answers 

“Remember,  son,  you  must  touch  Gurudeva’s  feet  the  moment 
you  see  him,”  father  advised  as  we  walked 

“Pita-ji,  what  docs  Gurudeva  look  like'?”  I  asked  eagerly 

“How  do  I  know"?  You’ll  sec  him  “ 

We  humed  our  pace  The  roads  swarmed  with  people  Tall 
mansions  flanked  the  thoroughfares  Temple  cupolas  silhouetted 
the  sky  Tinkling  echoes  of  temple  bells  filled  (he  air  Grooms  led 
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“What  would  you  like,  Adhiratha’” 

“If  my  sons  here  could  receive  military  training  along  with  the 


“Granted  Go  ngjit  now  to  Guru  Drona-ji  and  register  their 
names  in  his  military  school  Do  it  today  ” 

The  Maharaja  turned  to  the  tall  person  on  his  left  and  said, 
“Vnshavarman,  look  after  his  needs  ” 

“Your  wish  is  a  command,  Maharaja  ”  The  minister  saluted  his 
monarch  without,  however,  the  slightest  movement  of  the  sceptre. 

We  offered  our  homage  also  and  came  out  of  the  palace  I  glanced 
m  Vvduta’s  dwectiorv  before  leaving  I  thought  I  saw  a  thin  crease 
wrinkling  his  broad  forehead  It  sometimes  happens  that  though  it  is 
raining  some  place  far  away,  lightning  flashes  in  a  cloudless  sky — 
that  thin  crease  was  like  such  lightning,  or  so  it  seemed  to  me. 


14 


From  the  city  we  proceeded  to  the  military  training  centre.  I 
asked  father,  “What  is  wrong  with  Maharaja’s  eyes*^” 

“He's  blind,  my  son  That’s  why  his  wife,  the  Queen  Mother 
Gandhari,  out  of  sympathy  has  bandaged  her  eyes,  so  that  she  may 
not  see  this  world  ’’ 

“Raj-maia  Gandhari-devi‘>” 

“Yes  Pnnce  Duryodhana’s  mother  She  has  mnetymne  other 
sons  You’ll  see  them  in  the  training  centre  You’ll  also  meet  the 
Pandavas,  sons  of  Maharaja  Pandu  ” 

“The  Pandavas'^” 

“Yes  The  Kuru  prince  Pandu  was  the  nghtful  heir  to  the  king¬ 
dom,  but  the  crown  came  to  Dhntarashtra  because  of  Pandu’s 
untimely  death  Pandu  had  five  sons  They  are  called  Pandavas  by 
the  citizens  ” 

“Meaning  that  there  arc  one  hundred  and  five  pnnces  in  the 
Kaurava  dynasty  Five  Pandavas  and  the  hundred  sons  of  Dhnta¬ 
rashtra  ’’  1  thought  How  do  all  these  pnnces  behave  with  each  other? 

“Also,  two  Maharajas  and  one  grandfather— Pitamaha  Bhishma” 
father  explained 
“Two  Maharajas’’” 

“Maharaja  Dhntarashtra  and  Vidura  ” 

“How  did  Vidura  become  a  Maharaja’’  Only  a  little  while  ago  you 
called  him  Gurudeva  ” 
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the  point  of  the  arrow.  Near  him,  in  loose  robes,  stood  a  tall  old 
white-bearded  man  with  his  hair  upknotted.  His  posture  was  as  still 
as  the  deepest  part  of  a  river.  He  aligned  the  dark  youth’s  string- 
pulling  hand.  He  was  explaining  something.  The  youth  listened 
attentively. 

Father  pointed  and  said,  “Son,  this  is  Pandu’s  son,  the  bow- 
expert  Prince  Arjuna.  Instructing  him  is  the  revered  guru  Drona 
himself.” 

The  expert  archer  ArjOna  !  Whoever  he  was — but  couldn't  he 
have  struck  a  more  impressive  warrior-pose  ?  The  thought  came 
suddenly  to  my  mind. 

Gurudeva  Drona  really  looked  as  striking  as  an  ashoka  tree.  His 
tall  figure  and  his  white  dress  together  looked  most  impressive. 

We  used  the  arena  path  to  go  to  the  rostrum.  I  felt  my  blood 
pulsing  with  increased  warmth  as  I  gazed  at  the  nearby  training 
grounds.  I  wanted  to  enter  them  and  swiftly  practise  the  mace  and 
the  sword  with  all  the  contestants.  I  wanted  to  give  these  fresh, 
frisky  horses  a  real  work-out,  till  their  mouths  foamed.  I  wanted  to 
swing  the  elephants  by  their  trunks  and,  after  exhausting  them, 
mount  their  backs.  As  for  the  youth  on  the  rostrum,  I  wanted  to  lift 
him  up  by  his  arm  and  show  him  how  a  first-rate-warrior  pose  was 
struck.  And  arrogant  Bhima,  cavorting  in  the  wrestling  area — I 
wanted  to  wrestle  the  pride  out  of  him  ! 

We  reached  the  fall  rostrum  of  the  archery  field.  Prince  Arjuna, 
from  his  high  perch,  fired  an  arrow  which  sliced  clean  into  the 
distant  wooden  target.  Guru  Drona  slapped  Arjuna's  shoulder  and 
roared,  “Splendid,  Arjuna !  But  go  and  check  how  deep  your  sharp- 
feathered  shaft’s  embedded  in  the  target.”  Arjuna  rose  obediently 
and  resolutely  walked  up  to  the  target.  Father  stepped  forward  in 
the  meantime  and,  from  beneath  the  rostrum,  he  offered  his 
reverence  to  Drona.  I  glanced  in  the  direction  of  Guru  Drona.  He 
was  facing  west.  The  rays  of  the  setting  sun  gleamed  with  soft  beauty 
on  his  white  beard.  His  beard's  long  thick  white  hair  flowed  to 
his  stomach.  A  few  locks  fluttered  in  the  breeze.  Lines  of  ash 
smeared  his  forhead,  his  arms,  and  his  bare  stomach.  On  his  striking 
forehead,  age  had  carved  a  network  of  wrinkles.  His  nose  was 
straight  and  pointed.  His  eyebrows  were  pure-white;  his  eyes 
glowed  with  an  oihcr-wordly  yet  serene  self-confidence.  I  bowed 
before  him  with  deep  reverence.  It  was  father’s  wish  that  I  be 
trained  in  w’ar-skills  under  the  tutelage  of  Guru  Drona. 
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horses,  and  women  with  pitchers  wended  their  way  to  the  Ganga. 
The  bazars  were  packed  with  atizens  „  rm 

After  a  long  time  we  reached  a  massive  mam  gate  of  iron  un 
both  sides  extended  black  stone  boundary  walls  narrowing  into  the 
far  distance  On  the  imposing  arch  of  the  iron  gate  fluttered  a 
triangular  saffron  pennant  The  gatekeepers  welcomed  us  m.  We 
bent  low  and  entered  the  military  training  centre  of  the  Kurus 
On  all  four  sides  were  large  rooms,  and  m  the  centre  a  huge 
arena,  of  four  miles’  circumference,  divided  m  vanous  sections  The 
wrestlers’  section  was  a  circular  area  strewn  with  fine  red  dust, 
where  a  pair  of  youthful  wrestlers  were  engaged  m  duel  one  after 
the  other  In  the  dead  centre  a  muscular  fair-skmned  youth  danced 
and  clapped  challenge  None  dared  to  go  near  him  With  uplifted 
arms  he  strutted  all  over  the  place 
“Kama,  that’s  Pnnce  Bhima  He’s  daring  one  and  all  to  fight 


him,”  father  pointed  and  explained 

Another  area  was  reserved  for  equestnan  skills  Lanes  were 
marked  out  for  horses  to  be  ndden  abreast  Periodic  ditches  had 


been  dug  to  serve  to  be  ndden  abreast.  Other  ditches  had  been  dug 
to  serve  as  obstacles  Some  were  filled  with  water  Walls  had  been 


erected  at  intervals  One  could  see  many  young  horse-nders 
exercising  their  horses  by  cleanng  these  obstacles  On  the  eastelm 
side  was  a  playground  for  the  practice  of  sword-fights  One  side  was 
studded  with  poles,  hung  with  vanous  types  of  armour  and  small 
and  large  shields  Many  warriors  were  engaged  m  sword-combat, 
funously  longing  at  each  other  The  clang  of  sword  on  sword  echoed 
in  the  arena  On  the  west  was  a  similar  circular  playground,  where 
mock  mace-fights  were  in  progress  The  contestants  roared  as  they 
circled  each  other  Javelins,  spears,  fire-spitting  shataghnts  and 
other  weapons  each  had  their  own  practice  areas  in  that  huge  arena 
All  the  stone-constructed  rooms  were  packed  with  a  multitude  of 
vaned  weapons  In  the  arena  a  tall,  huge-Bimensioned  rostrum  for 
training  in  the  art  of  aiming  at  moving  objects  so  fashioned  that,  no 
matter  from  which  part  one  looked,  it  always  appeared  to  be  in  the 
dead  centre  of  the  arena  On  top  of  the  rostrum  were  flower¬ 
decorated  bows  of  vanous  sizes  and  shapes  On  one  side  were 
countless  arrow-filled  quivers  In  front  were  the  targets  On  the 
rostrum  sat  a  dark-skinned  wamor  in  fighting  posture,  placing  his 
body’s  weight  on  his  right  fool  He  had  pulled  the  bow-stnng  taut, 
up  to  his  ear  One  eye  closed,  he  focused  his  other  eye  in  hue  with 
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again,  “Yuvaraj,  before  killing  a  petty  snake,  kill  the  snake  that’s 
within  you.  Anger  is  a  terrible  snake.  Never  harm  the  weak.” 

We  looked  at  the  rostrum — it  was  Gurudeva  Drona. 

A  youth  hurriedly  approached  Arjuna — a  tall  young  man  with  a 
serene  expression.  He  placed  his  hand  on  Arjuna’s  shoulder  and 
said  sweetly,  “Whaf  made  you  take  aim  without  thinking?” 

Arjuna  stood  silent.  I  looked  at  father  questioningly  about  that 
tdll  youth;  he  whispered  in  my  ear,  “Yuvaraj  Yudhishthira.” 

Instantly  all  the  students  of  that  magniHcent  stadium  encircled 
Arjuna,  and  chorused,  “What’s  it?  What’s  it?”  I  stepped  out  of  the 
melee,  and  intently  surveyed  the  stadium.  Tomorrow  I  would  be 
starting  my  training  here.  But  one  question  kept  buzzing  in  my 
head:  What  was  preventing  my  getting  trained  alongside  the 
princes?  Only  a  little  while  ago,  Gurudeva  had  explained  that  war- 
skills  were  exclusive  to  Kshatriyas.  What  did  “Kshatriya”  mean? 
Was  I  a  Kshatriya  or  not?  If  not,  how  do  1  become  one? 

Registering  my  name  and  Shon’s  in  the  school,  we  came  out  by 
the  massive  main  gate.  Father  was  exceptionally  quiet.  I  broke  the 
silence  by  asking,  “Pita-ji,  why  can’t  I  get  training  along  with  the 
princes?” 

“Because,  my  child,  you  are  not  a  Kshatriya,”  he  replied. 

“What’s  ‘Kshatriya’?” 

“Anyone  born  in  a  royal  family  is  a  Kshatriya.  You  were  bom  to  a 
charioteer,  my  child,”  he  explained  and  gently  patted  my  back. 

“Lineage!  Are  the  royally  bom  blessed  with  hundreds  of  arms? 
yVhy  (key  ge(  (his  spech}  importance?" 

“You  won’t  understand.  From  tomorrow  see  that  you  turn  up 
regularly  at  school  here.  Take  pains  to  learn  well  whatever  they 
teach  you.” 

I  wasn’t  satisfied  by  his  reply.  Like  a  madman’s  mind,  mine 
started  comparing  Maharaja  Dhricarashtra  and  Gurudeva  Drona. 
What  was  the  similarity  between  Hastinapura’s  Maharaja 
Dhritarashtra  on  the  one  hand— he  who  lovingly  cupped  my  face  in 
his  hands  and  tried  to  “see”  my  flcsh-ear-rings  with  his  unseeing 
eyes — and  the  respected  Guru  Drona  on  the  other — he  who  would 
not  so  much  as  even  glance  at  my  lovely  ear-rings?  In  point  of  fact, 
Gurudeva  was  so  different  from  the  Maharaja.  He  was  saying, 
“Don’t  strike  the  weak.”  Was  he  shrewd  or  was  he  just 
undignified— this  Gurudeva  of  the  Kauravas  who  called  a  snake  a 
weakling?  Had  he  no  inkling  that  this  black  snake  could  in  a  trice 
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“This  IS  my  son  Kama,”  father  introduced  me 
I  was  sure  he  was  going  to  ask  about  my  flesh-ear-rings  He  could 
not  cate  less,  he  only  said,  “Your  son,  Adhiratha^  How  is  it  you 
have  brought  him  to  the  military  training  centre’” 

“To  leave  him  in  your  cate  ” 


“Why  m  my  care’” 

“If  he  can  pick  up  a  little  war-skill  along  with  the  other  princes 
“With  the  princes’  Adhiratha,  war-skills  ate  a  Kshatriya’s 
prerogative  You  can  get  your  son  admitted  here,  but  you  cannot 
expect  him  to  learn  with  the  Kshatnya  princes  ” 

Father’s  face  fell  What  should  he  say’ He  was  nonplussed  In  the 
end,  he  tumbled,  “As  Gurudeva  wishes  ” 

Paying  our  respects  once  again  to  Gurudeva,  we  prepared  to 
leave  We  met  Prince  Arjuna  on  the  way,  he  was  returning  after 
plucking  the  arrow  out  of  the  target  I  studied  him  carefully  His 
complexion  was  sky-blue,  his  chm  sharp  as  a  spear-point,  his 
lustrous  eyes  curved  m  the  direction  of  his  temples ,  his  nose  straight 
and  pointed,  his  forehead  broad  as  a  platter,  he  had  beauitiful 
eyebrows,  indeed,  his  entire  face  enchanting  In  a  sweet  bell-like 
voice  he  asked  father,  “Have  you  come  today  from  Champanagan, 
uncle’” 

“Yes  I've  brought  my  son  Kama  too  ” 

Arjuna  glanced  at  me  More  than  my  eyes,  he  seemed  to  be 
fascinated  by  my  flesh  ear-nngs  He  was  on  the  point  of  asking  me 
something  when  a  serpent-Iike  creature  slithered  and  fell  from 
above  between  us  Stupefied,  we  stepped  back  two  paces  All 
looked  up  in  fear  and  utter  curiosity  A  large  dust-coloured  vulture 
was  flapping  its  huge  wings  and  circling  in  the  sky, twisting  its  strong 
neck  periodically  and  casting  its  keen  sight  on  the  earth  below 
where  a  black  snake  lay  motionless,  the  vulture’s  intention  being 
presumably  to  recover  it  The  impact  of  the  fall  had  temporarily 
stunned  the  snake  Then,  it  wnggled  and  bared  its  fangs  like  an 
open  hand  Hissing  a  couple  of  times,  it  waved  us  portentous  hood 
but  swiftly  slithered  away,  in  fear  of  his  life,  wherever  he  got  the 
chance  With  lightning  speed  Prince  Arjuna  fitted  the  arrow  to  his 
bow,  and  took  aim  even  as  he  spnnted  ahead  In  the  meanwhile 
came  a  shout  from  the  rostrom,  “Arjuna,  don’t  aim'”  A  strangely 
powerful  voice  Pnnce  Arjuna  instantly  did  as  ordered,  as  if  singed 
by  fire  With  arrow-swiftness,  the  snake  slid  and  disappeared  in  the 
stone  boundary  of  the  stadium  The  voice  roared  from  the  rostrum 
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cupped  and  “saw”  my  face  with  the  feeling  fingers  of  his  hands 
Vjdura,  like  a  lotus  in  the  pool  in  front  of  the  palace  Bhima, 
whirling  on  one  leg>  lost  in  his  own  thoughts  in  the  wrestling  ring 
Novice  Arjuna,  striking  an  archer’s  stance  with  his  bow  Ocean 
deep  Drona,  the  guru  whose  mind  could  not  be  plumbed  And 
Yudhishthira,  who  even  as  a  child  spoke  with  the  wisdom  of  adults 
As  if  mechanically,  I  tned  weighing  Pnnee  Duryodhana  and 
Arjuna,  Maharaja  Dhntarashtra  and  Gurudeva  Drona,  Vidura  and 
Yudhishthira  Notcompanng — assessing  Each  was  unique,  with  a 
distinct  personality  God  alone  knows  how  many  different  kinds  of 
people  there  are  in  this  world,  with  how  many  different  natures 
Who  conceived  them  in  that  way'^  And  for  what  purpose*?  When 
you  come  to  think  of  it,  who  is  the  bnlhant  Creator  creating  such  a 
mutitude  of  different  specimens'?  For  no  two  seem  to  be  alike,  or,  if 
they  seem  to  be,  they  turn  out  to  be  different  Chhee^  There  are  no 
final  answers  to  these  hotly  debated  questions 
The  ingudi  oil  m  the  stone  lamp  was  slowly  diminish]ng,*jts  glow 
fading  Shon  had  fallen  fast  asleep  The  daydong  journey  and 
walking  about  in  the  city  had  tired  out  father  to  the  point  of  sleep  I 
rose  quietly,  and  softly  blew  out  the  dimming  flame  Acnd  smoke 
from  the  snuffed  lamp  entered  my  nostrils  I  stretched  out  on  my 
bed  My  first  day  in  Hastinapura*  Memones,  like  guests,  are  self- 
important,  carefree  creatures  they  knock  at  the  mind’s  door  when¬ 
ever  they  like  I  suddenly  remembered  my  mother  Radha  It 
distressed  me  to  think  that  she  was  all  glone  now  m  our  home 
Pamafcuti  in  Cfiampanagan — oppres:CTve/y  atone,  aff  day  tong,  day 
after  day  Forgetting  that  I  was  no  more  at  home,  she  must  be 
calling  out  again  and  again,  “Vasu^  Vasu^”  A  mother’s  love  was 
indeed  the  fullness  of  all  the  loves  in  the  three  worlds  When  I  left 
she  gave  a  silver  casket  as  a  memento  Why  of  all  things  did  she 
decide  to  give  her  dear  son  this  speaal  gift*?  She  had  said,  “Every 
time  you  think  of  me,  remember  to  look  at  this  casket  Let  this 
casket  take  the  place  of  your  mother  ”  How  simple  she  was’  How 
could  a  lifeless  casket  be  a  substitute  for  a  mother — how  could  the 
very  idea  occur  to  her*?  Mother,  can  thirst  for  milk  be  satisfied  by 
buttermilk*?  But,  come  what  may,  I  will  always  chensh  your  wishes 
No  matter  what.  I’ll  keep  your  memory  fresh  till  the  last  moment  of 
my  life  I  gently  opened  the  cloth  wrapped  casket  Respectfully  I 
lifted  It  to  my  forehead  and  placed  it  on  one  side  of  the  bed  There 
were  three  people  in  the  world  whom  I  loved  deeply  My  mother. 
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poison  Arjuna  black-and-blue-»  Wasn’t  it  an  on»''0“  sf  ‘^at  a 
snake  had  slithered  between  Prince  Arjuna  and  me’’  Chhee\  How 
weird  the  human  mind  is'  That  was  just  a  mete  coincidence  But  the 
sight  of  Garuda  brought  back  to  me  the  repeated  question  of  Shon- 
“Bhaiya,  are  you  going  to  be  like  Garuda,  soaring  ever  and  ever 
higher’’”  Silly  Shon'  I  have  seen  with  my  own  eyes  Garuda  tooting 
for  his  food  m  the  ground  like  any  common  crow  If  he  didn’t  need 
food  he’d  be  up  there,  fixed  in  the  sky,  all  the  time 
We  returned  to  the  palace  Shon  was  waiting  for  us,  exactly  as 
before  in  the  room  Neat  him  was  the  minister,  Vtishavarman  A 
dusty  dusk  was  settling  on  the  royal  grounds,  which  looked  as 
impressive  as  the  sky — but  forlorn  1,  father,  Shon  and  the  minister 
entered  one  of  the  palace’s  south-facing  rooms  Father’s  room  A 
small  window  opened  on  the  east  I  poked  my  head  out  I  could  see, 
far  away,  the  blurred  stone  boundary  wall  of  the  arena  The 
Ganga’s  waters  circled  serenely  around  it  All  Hastinapura  seemed 
to  be  sliding  into  a  slow  stupior,  like  a  child  tired  out  after  a  day  of 


play  An  attendant  entered  with  a  torch  and  lit  the  targe  stone  lamp, 
filled  with  mgudt  oil,  placed  in  a  corner  The  shadowed  faces  of  the 
minister,  father,  and  Shon  focused  clearly 
“Suta  chief,”  asked  the  minister  confidently,  “what  happened^ 
Your  son  got  admitted,  didn’t  he’’” 

“Yes,”  father  replied  briefly  He  seemed  lost  m  deep  thought 
“Good  If  you  need  anything  at  all,  just  inform  the  attendant 
outside  I’ll  take  leave  of  you  now  ”  The  minister  left 
An  attendant  brought  us  dinner  from  the  kitchen  After  eating, 
we  began  chatting  Shon  naturally  was  the  one  who  had  all  the 
questions  But  my  mind  was  somewhere  else  I  sat  on  my  bed  and 
gazed  at  the  small  glowing  flame  of  the  stone  lamp  Anything  that 
glowed,  always  attracted  me  mysteriously  One  by  one  events  of  the 
past  came  and  stood  in  front  of  my  eyes  I  wanted  to  weave  a 
colourful  garland  with  them  Running  behind  the  chariot,  Shon— 
with  hand  uplifted— crying  Father,  determined  and  unswerving, 
but  melting  seeing  Shon’s  condition  Pnnee  Duryodhana,  bursting 
on  us  like  a  storm,  as  soon  as  we  passed  the  portals  of  Hast’inapura’s 
palace  His  strutting  gait  He  was  the  first  Kura  warrior  I  had  laid 
eye  on  How  affectionately  he  spoke  about  my  flesh-ear-nngs'  He 
had  placed  his  hand  on  my  shoulder— and  looked  at  me  with  such 
familial  intimacy'  Yes,  to  be  a  pnnee  was  to  be  like  Duryodhana, 
determined  and  impressive'  And  his  father  Dhritarashtra,  who 
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birth  Seeing  It,  fresh  hopes  stirred  in  me  Hundreds  of  thousands  of 
miles  away  was  that  radiance — but  I  felt  there  was  no  distance,  no 
difference  between  that  radiance  and  me  I  felt  mysteriously 
lightened  in  body  My  hands  joined  by  themselves  in  prayer  My 
eyes  closed  spontaneously  In  my  mind  I  concentrated  instinctively 
on  that  radiance  For  endless  miles  on  miles  I  saw  nothing  but 
dazzling  light — an  intensely  intense  radiance  Incandescent,  but 
soothing  and  very  desirable  Without  any  reason  I  felt  that  there 
was  a  kinship  between  me  and  that  effulgence,  that  there  were 
unknown  threads  that  linked  me  to  that  single  ocean  vast  bnlliance 
that  scattered  the  darkness  of  the  universe  I  lost  myself  and  was 
transported,  elevated  higher  and  still  higher  on  those  threads 
Today  that  radiance  was  all  the  more  enchanting  I  joined  my 
palms  in  peace  and  closed  my  eyes  I  became  a  single  wave  on  an 
endless  ocean  of  light — a  wave  that  had  no  separate  existence,  a 
wave  that  probably  didn’t  want  to  exist  separately  anyway  One 
wave  out  of  the  countless  others  in  that  infinite  ocean 
I  thought  someone  touched  my  shoulder  At  first  I  was  not  very 
sure  it  was  a  touch — but  I  was  being  shaken  by  the  shoulder 
Opening  my  eyes  slowly,  I  turned  An  old  man  with  an  excep 
tionally  serene  countenance  was  looking  at  me  His  beard,  the  hair 
on  his  head  and  on  his  eyebrows  were  all  white  as  the  whitest  clouds 
Long  lines  of  ash  streaked  hts  noble  forehead  His  hand  did  not 
leave  my  shoulder — a  heavy  and  powerful  hand  Who  could  this  old 
man  be*^  I  strung  a  list  of  questions  to  my  mind  s  bow  No,  I  had  not 
seen  him  anywhere  before 

He  asked  me  with  extreme  affection,  “Who  are  you,  child*^’ 
“Kama,  the  chanoteer’s  son  ’ 

“Chanoteer’s  son  Which  chanoteer*^” 

“Champanagan’s  Adhiratha-ji’s  son  ” 

“Adhiratha*^” 

“Yes,  sir  And  ”  I  asked  expectantly,  curiously 
‘I  am  Bhishma  ’’  His  beard’s  locks  nppled  in  the  breeze 
Bhishma’  Grandsire  Bhishma'  Venerable  Bhishma  of  the 
Kauravas  and  Pandavas'  Bhishma,  son  of  Ganga*  The  dome  of  the 
temple  of  the  Kuru  dynasty'  Bhishma,  the  flag  of  the  kingdom  of 
warriors'  For  a  moment  my  mind  went  numb  The  veritable  hero- 
god  of  the  Kauravas — ^in  front  of  me,  on  the  bank  of  the  Ganga' 

I  stood  there,  like  a  blade  of  grass  beside  a  massive  banyan  I  had 
no  idea  what  I  should  do  Quickly  I  recollected  myself  and  dipped  in 
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my  father,  and  Shon  In  the  same  way,  there  were  three  things  that 
attracted  me  deeply  One  Ganga-mata,  who  spoke  to  me  in 
countless  tongues  with  her  countless  waves,  for  hours  on  end  Two 
Surya,  who  always  inspired  me  with  his  glorious  radiance  Three 
this  little  gift  of  mother,  this  silver  casket  The  casket  reminded  me 
of  Champanagari  My  mind  calf  sucked  the  teats  of  mother-earth, 
memory  streams  of  milk  spurted  forth,  wrapped  and  lapped  in 
sweetness,  I  slept,  1  did  not  know  when 

15 


I  woke  at  dawn  to  bird  song,  opened  the  window,  and  gazed  out 
Darkness  was  slowly  lifting  from  the  horizon  The  Ganga  flowed 
through  a  silk-filmy  mist  All  Hastinapura  was  slowly  stretching 
awake  Picking  up  a  dned  upper  garment,  I  stepped  out  of  the 
chance  of  anyone  being  there  at  this  time,  so  I 
could  bathe  to  my  heart’s  content  in  the  Ganga  With  this  in  mind,  I 
„nw  n*^  ‘“wards  the  ghat  All  around  me,  the  earth  seemed  still 

How  enchanting  they 
Zle ™ads  draped  in  delicate  obscurity  A 
s  Lnt  Stress*'  Ganga  In  that 

thought,  I  reached  the  ghat  I  nlaced  mv  *  water’  Lost  in 

steps  Tighteningmylowigariiem  iR^edahril^p™®"!.”"  “'® 

clearly  visible  for  about  twelve  Everything  was 

wh.temist  ‘r«Pectfullynamartoredthesp«mclethe"T^ 
the  water  The  water  was  warmish  spectacle,  then  dived  into 

about  freely  Afteranhourorso,tLLetatter“d''r''  ‘ 

the  ghat,  changed,  dipped  and  sque“zermv 

placed  It  on  the  steps  1  stared  ahead  In  the  H 

was  slowly  climbing  up  the  sky  His  soft  rn  •**“  Sun-God 

awake  I  offered  !Jya  .o^e^rGoZ^rd^'^’r^- 

profound  and  romantic  he  looked’ Every  day  he  anne  ‘ 

form  to  me— or  so  it  seemed  Every  day^  wonderfufm  ®t "®* 
every  day  a  wonderful  radiance  TodayTct?',,™  ;  ^  '''®"’ 
never  tomorrow’s  again  Tomorrow’s  glory  was  a  m'lracute  iTew 
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birth  Seeing  It,  fresh  hopes  stirred  in  me  Hundreds  of  thousands  of 
miles  away  was  that  radiance — but  I  felt  there  was  no  distance,  no 
difference  between  that  radiance  and  me  I  felt  mysteriously 
lightened  in  body  My  hands  joined  by  themselves  in  prayer  My 
eyes  closed  spontaneously  In  my  mind  I  concentrated  instinctively 
on  that  radiance  For  endless  miles  on  miles  I  saw  nothing  but 
dazzling  light — an  intensely  intense  radiance  Incandescent,  but 
soothing  and  very  desirable  Without  any  reason  I  felt  that  there 
was  a  kinship  between  me  and  that  effulgence,  that  there  were 
unknown  threads  that  linked  me  to  that  single  ocean-vast  bnihance 
that  scattered  the  darkness  of  the  universe  I  lost  myself  and  was 
transported,  elevated  higher  and  still  higher  on  those  threads 
Today  that  radiance  was  ad  the  more  enchanting  I  joined  my 
palms  in  peace  and  closed  my  eyes  I  became  a  single  wave  on  an 
endless  ocean  of  light — a  wave  that  had  no  separate  existence,  a 
wave  that  probably  didn’t  want  to  exist  separately  anyway  One 
wave  out  of  the  countless  others  in  that  infinite  ocean 
I  thought  someone  touched  my  shoulder  At  first  I  was  not  very 
sure  It  was  a  touch — but  I  was  being  shaken  by  the  shoulder 
Opening  my  eyes  slowly,  I  turned  An  old  man  with  an  excep¬ 
tionally  serene  countenance  was  looking  at  me  His  beard,  the  hair 
on  his  head  and  on  his  eyebrows  were  all  white  as  the  whitest  clouds 
Long  lines  of  ash  streaked  his  noble  forehead  His  hand  did  not 
leave  my  shoulder — a  heavy  and  powerful  hand  Who  could  this  old 
man  be*^  I  strung  a  list  of  questions  to  my  mind’s  bow  No,  I  had  not 
seen  him  anywhere  before 

He  asked  me  with  extreme  affection,  “Who  are  you,  child"^’’ 
“Kama,  the  charioteer’s  son  *’ 

“Charioteer’s  son  Which  chanoteer*^” 

“Champanagan's  Adhiratha-ji’s  son  ” 

“Adhiratha*^” 

“Yes,  sir  And  ”  I  asked  expectantly,  curiously 
“I  am  Bhishma  ’’  His  beard's  locks  nppled  in  the  breeze 
Bhishma’  Grandsire  Bhishma'  Venerable  Bhishma  of  the 
Kauravas  and  Pandavas'  Bhishma,  son  of  Ganga'  The  dome  of  the 
temple  of  the  Kuru  dynasty'  Bhishma,  the  flag  of  the  kingdom  of 
warriors'  For  a  moment  my  mind  went  numb  The  veritable  hero- 
god  of  the  Kauravas — in  front  of  me,  on  the  bank  of  the  Ganga' 

I  stood  there,  like  a  blade  of  grass  beside  a  massive  banyan  I  had 
no  idea  what  I  should  do  Quickly  I  recollected  myself  and  dipped  in 
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mv  father  andShon  In  the  same  way,  there  were  three  things  that 

2aeted  me  deeply  One  Ganga-mata,  who  spoke  to  me  m 

countless  tongues  with  her  countless  waves  for  hours  on  Two. 
Surva,  who  always  inspired  me  with  his  glorious  radiance  Thr 
this  little  gift  of  mother,  this  silver  casket  The  casket  reniinded  me 
of  Champanagan  My  mind-calf  sucked  the  teats  of  mother-earth; 
memory-streams  of  milk  spurted  forth,  wrapped  and  lapped  in 
sweetness,  I  slept,  I  did  not  know  when 


15 


1  woke  at  dawn  to  hird-song,  opened  the  window ,  and  gazed  out. 
Darkness  was  slowly  lifting  from  the  horizon  The  Ganga  flowed 
through  a  silk-filmy  mist  All  Hastinapura  was  slowly  stretching 
awake  Picking  up  a  dried  upper  garment,  1  stepped  out  of  the 
room  There  was  no  chance  of  anyone  being  there  at  this  time,  so  I 
could  bathe  to  my  heart’s  content  in  the  Ganga  With  this  m  mind,  I 
walked  towards  the  ghat  All  around  me,  the  earth  seemed  still 
unwilling  to  dissipate  the  soft  clinging  mist  How  enchanting  they 
looked — the  mansions  and  roads  draped  in  delicate  obscunty  A 
single  bell  tinkled  in  the  temple  on  the  ghat  of  the  Ganga  In  that 
silent  stillness  only  that  single  tinkle  sounded  with  startling  clarity.  I 
moved  in  its  direction  I  remembered  mother’s  warning  “Don’t 
ever  step  into  the  Ganga’s  waters  ”  1  smiled  inwardly  Mother  was 
the  apprehensive  type'  Who  did  she  think  1  was — a  suckling  babe’t  I 
was  full  sixteen  years  old  Me — afraid  of  that  waterV  Lost  in 
thought,  I  reached  the  ghat  I  placed  my  upper  garment  on  the 
steps  Tighteningmylowergarment.lgazedahead  Everything  was 
clearly  visible  for  about  twelve  cubits,  beyond  that,  nothing  but 
white  mist  I  respectfully  namaskared  the  spectacle,  then  dived  into 
the  water  The  water  was  warmish  For  about  an  hour  I  splashed 
about  freely  After  an  hour  or  so,  the  haze  scattered  I  swam  back  to 
the  ghat,  changed,  dipped  and  squeezed  my  garment  dry,  and 
placed  It  on  the  steps  1  stared  ahead  In  the  distance,  the  Sun-God 
was  slowly  climbing  up  the  sky  His  soft  rays  caressed  the  waters 
awake  1  offered  arghya  to  the  Sun-God  in  sacred  anjali  How 
profound  and  romantic  he  looked'  Every  day  he  appeared  m  a  new 
form  to  me — or  so  it  seemed  Every  day  a  wonderful  manifestation, 
every  day  a  wonderful  radiance  Today’s  compell.ng  glory  was 
never  tomorrow’s  again  Tomorrow’s  glory  was  a  miraculous  new 
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The  war  arena!  I  was  ready  in  to  time.  Shon,  all  dressed,  had  in  fact 
been  waiting  for  me  for  a  long  time.  The  casket  mother  had  presented 
me  had  been  carefully  placed  in  an  ^cove,  and  I  respectfully  offered 
before  it  four  coral  blossoms  of  the  parijata  tree,  the  tree  of  paradise. 
Obeisance  over,  I  whispered,  “Bless  me,  mother.  Your  son  Vasu  has 
come  to  a  major  turning  in  his  life.  Today  I  start  my  military  training.  ” 

Father  shouted  from  outside,  “Kama!  Shon!  Hurry  up!”  I  peered 
out  of  the  window.  The  Sun-God  lit  up  the  lands  on  the  eastern 
horizon  in  sparkling  laughter.  His  reflection  in  the  waters  of  the 
Ganga  seemed  to  give  him  two  distinct  identities  from  a  distance: 
the  sun-god  of  the  sky  and  the  sun-god  of  the  earth.  I  took  Shon*s 
hand  in  mine  and  came  out  of  the  room. 

Father,  I  and  Shon  entered  the  arena.  There  were  many  more 
youths  there  than  yesterday,  sitting  around  the  central  platform, 
reciting  in  a  chorus,  gravely  and  serenely  chanting  the  early 
morning  prayers, 

“Om/  Isavasyam  idam  sarvam...*'  “Om.  AU  this  is  swaddled  in 
God’s  glory...”  The  prayers  continued  for  a  long  time.  I  asked 
father  to  go  back. 

“Remember:  be  disciplined,”  he  said,  and  left.  I  gazed  at  the  vast 
peaceful  stadium.  Soon  the  atmosphere  was  going  to  change  like  a 
crackle  of  storm-clouds  from  the  east.  All  the  different  weapons 
were  going  to  blend  and  resound  in  a  splendid  cacophony,  made 
sharper  by  the  shrill  and  fierce  war-<nies  of  the  trainees. 

The  prayers  ended.  Gurudeva  Drona,  who  was  sitting  in  the 
centre,  stood  up  solemnly,  raised  both  his  hands  to  ourpranama.l 
was  hoping  that  he  would  raise  his  hand  to  bless  us  also,  but  Arjuna 
happened  to  intervene  just  then  and,  placing  his  hand  on  Arjuna’s 
shoulder,  he  left,  chatting  with  his  pupil.  He  did  not  have  time  even 
to  glance  in  our  direction.  This  was  my  first  day  in  the  war  training 
arena.  Somebody  had  told  me  that  no  education  was  ever  successful 
without  a  guru’s  blessing.  That  was  why  I  pranamed  the  great  guru 
of  the  Kauravas — and  who  was  this  Prince  Arjuna  coming  out  of 
thin  air  to  frustrate  my  hopes?  Couldn’t  he  have  chosen  some  other 
time  to  appear?  Was  Gurudeva  his  personal  possession?  If  one  were 
to  go  by  Gurudeva’s  words  yesterday,  was  it  true  that  only 
Kshatriyas  could  receive  a  guru’s  blessings?  If  so,  then  how  could  a 
charioteer’s  son  like  me  ever  aspire  to  be  blessed?  And  assuming 
that  I  did  get  the  blessing,  that  wouldn’t  change  me  into  a  Kshatriya, 
would  it?  Come  to  think  of  it,  why  should  I  want  to  become  a 
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homage  before  him  He  raised  me  instantly,  and  said  sweetly,  “You 
were  immersed  m  your  puja  I  intruded  1  hope  you  are  not  upset  ” 
“No,”  I  replied 

“Really,  child,  I  could  not  stop  myself  from  breaking  into  your 
meditation  ” 

I  gazed  at  him  in  surpnse  After  a  pause  he  said,  “For  thirty  years 
I  have  come  here  daily  at  this  time  on  this  bank  of  the  Ganga,  but 
not  a  single  soul  of  Hastinapura  has  ever  arrived  here  ahead  of  me 
At  least  I  never  saw  any  You  are  the  first  ” 

“Me'’”  What  should  I  say  next’ 

“Yes  That  is  why  I  interrupted  you— after  a  great  deal  of 
waiting  He  looked  at  my  flesh  ear-nngs  and  said,  “How 
handsome  you  look  with  these  ear-rings  ” 

“I  was  bom  with  them,’  I  replied 

u  ‘he  ghat’s  stairs 

m  thT '^Vigure  gradually  faded  He  stood  neck-deep 
lookedTov  ?  lock-shaded  head 

ihl  °‘"P'‘’8  half  my  upper  garment  around  me,  1 

blissed  w  th  a  Hastinapura  had  been 

Dieted  with  a  darshan  of  Grandsire  Bhishma 

PitamahVSratlTda'lI^^andLTad 

me'  And  that  too,  on  Ihe  b^„\®'’f  “^P«'“nally  and  graced 
auspicious  time  of  tnr^r  I  Ganga  and  at  such  an 

calm  and  pure  his  countenaLe-^hklThT'^ 

That  he  should  even 

charioteer’ssonlikeme'Thleldermah  ®hout  a  simple 

he  should  affectionately  place  his  hanri^  Kauravas-that 

about  my  welfare'  How  tmly  great  shoulder  and  enquire 

humility'  Blessed  must  be  the^ff™  i  "°hle  person  who  has 

self-efflcing  perso^hke  GrandwT^'f 

lucky  I  was  to  be  a  guest  m  such  a  cr,i  a  a  ^  h'rthl  And  how 

repeated  darshans  of  this  great  personahtvi‘’H  ^ 

sionatc  eyes  would  gaze  again  on  me'  To  thl  iw"  “’"P"®' 

deeply,  a  fourth  was  now^ddedTitamaha  B^ ™ 
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me  to  get  ready 


The  instant  I  reached  the  palace,  father  advised 
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Sun-God!  From  today  I  am  your  disciple.  Bless  me.  Show  me  the 
path.  ”  Touching  the  bow  to  my  forehead,  I  bent  low  and pranamaed 
the  solar  divinity.  Shon  had  come  up  unknown  and  was  standing 
behind  me.  I  said  to  him  also,  “Shon,  namaskara  Surya  Deva.  Ask 
for  his  blessing.”  He  joined  his  palms  respectfully.  After  a  while,  I 
lowered  the  bow  to  the  ground. 

We  descended  the  platform  steps.  My  nlind  was  at  peace.  I  could 
see  Gurudeva  Drona  and  Prince  Arjuna  approaching  the  front  of 
the  platform.  Arjuna  looked  in  my  direction  and  smiled.  I  did  not 
feel  like  smiling.  It  seemed  to  me  that  his  smile  was  ironical. 

I  remembered  Grandsire  Bhishma.  This  Arjuna’s  grandfather! 
There  was  hardly  anything  similar  between  the  two.  What  a  world 
of  difference  between  their  natures  and  their  behaviour!  As  he 
passed  by,  Arjuna  asked  for  the  sake  of  asking,  “Who’s  this?” 

“My  younger  brother,”  I  said  proudly. 

“Is  he  joining  school  too?”  Venerable  Drona  asked. 

"Yes,  sir,”  I  replied. 

“Go,  join  Kripa  in  that  group  there.” 

I  said  nothing.  1  did  not  feel  like  giving  him  even  a  namaskara.  As 
I  walked  by,  I  turned  and  glanced  at  Arjuna.  He  was  staring  fixedly, 
in  surprise,  at  my  flesh-ear-rings. 

We  approached  Kripa’s  group.  Kripa  was  the  brother  of  Drona’s 
wife.  Many  youths  were  practising  bowcraft  under  his  watchful  eye. 
For  a  moment  it  struck  me — how  silly  of  this  horde  of  young  princes 
to  show  off  everywhere!  Did  even  one  of  them  have  Duryodhana’s 
impressive  personality?  Did  a  single  one  of  them  have  the  magnifi- 
cenf  gait  of  Daryodhana?  Which  mother's  son  was  there  among 
them  with  the  piercing  gaze  of  Duryodhana?  I  saw  Prince 
Duryodhana  coming  while  these  thoughts  ran  through  my  mind.  If  I 
went  to  him,  he  would  certainly  enquire  about  my  welfare — so  I 
approached  him.  But  he  wasn’t  Prince  Duryodhana.  He  looked 
very  much  like  Duryodhana.  One  couldn’t  tell  who  was  who,  just  as 
one  can’t  tell  one  cygnet  from  another.  Who  could  it  be,  I  won¬ 
dered.  His  dress  indicated  a  prince.  But  which  prince?  Kaurava  or 
Pandava?  Because  he  looked  almost  Duryodhana’s  double,  he  had 
to  be  a  Kaurava.  But  which  Kaurava?  Kripa  called  out, 
“Duhshasana!”  He  hurried  towards  Kripa.  So  this  was  Duhshasana. 
Ah,  what  a  close  resemblance  between  him  and  Duryodhana.  You 
could  substitute  one  for  the  other!  Prince  Duryodhana  and  Prince 
Duhshasana.  The  same  majestic  gait,  the  same  intense  gaze.... 
Could  It  be  that  Duhshasana  was  Duryodhana’s  own  shadow? 
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would  if’  Come  to  think  of  it,  why  should  I  want  to  become  a 
Kshatnya  at  alP  Why  should  1  become  a  Kshatriya  merely  to  obtain 
this  guru’s  favour’’  Blessed  or  not  blessed,  it  didn  t  matter — 1  will 
remain  a  charioteer’s  son  1  will  remain  the  charioteer-son  of  father 


Adhiratha  and  mother  Radha  'This  guru’s  blessing  was  reserved 
exclusively  for  Kshatnyas,  his  knowledge  was  for  Kshatnyas,  he 
was  a  guru  for  Kshatnyas  only  How  could  he  ever  be  my  guru’’ 
Who  then  should  1  make  my  guru  on  this  first  day’’  Whose  blessing 
would  encourage  me  to  proceed  on  my  quest  for  knowledge’’  Was 
there  anyone  m  this  world  ready  to  become  the  guru  of  a  chano- 
teer’s  son’’  None  Why  did  Arjuna  have  to  turn  up  now’’  Why  was 
Gurudeva  Drona  so  fond  of  him’’  They’re  guru  and  pupil,  aren’t 

they  1  was  soured  I  lowered  my  head  and  began  to  think  Was  it 

my  fault  I  was  not  born  in  a  royal  family’’  Was  there  ever  anyone 
who  got  the  birth  he  desired’’  Who  decides  high  and  low  birth’’ 

tas  restl«s  I 

wh^xirdTwH^r  ^ 

On« 'rSah/S"'''*  "  -"adman 

teUmg  hlm  ^rona  and 

kind  of  thing”  thL  "hat  vofh™  ” 

out  of  water  for  your  blesL^anri"'"'  'Crashing  like  a  fish 

Why  do  you  give  so  LchZ^ 

about  him'’  Look  at  me— I  have""h"  *°  What’s  so  special 

de^  yellow  like  the  kadali  tree,  ,s  rp^ereaWe 

phne^^Bmhow^yurTdCTrDront^ 

me  So  what  should  I  do-go  home  in  tp"°V 
As  always,  I  gazed  uo  at  tL  "  ^*'a‘  should  I  do’’ 

red  hot  iron  ball,  was  setting  the  blue™oin  hke  a 

disappointment  vanished  in  a  tnce  Indeed  °wha"t  ““ 

guru  could  there  be  in  the  three  worlds  11^^^  ”T 

intensity^  What  need  was  there  for  me  to  bee  splendid  solar 

else’’  From  today  my  only  guru  would  be  the^Su^  F 

„ » ...  „  r„.„. 
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what  one  cannot  change  And  no  point  misunderstanding  things 
and  harbouring  ill  will  towards  others  If  Arjuna  was  such  a 
favounte  of  his  guru,  that  was  something  for  his  brothers  to  feel 
envious  about  perhaps — how  did  I  come  into  the  picture*^  How  was 
I  related  to  Arjuna^  No  relation  at  all  I  was  a  chanoteer^s  son  He 
wasapnnce  His  way  was  different  from  mine  Both  of  us  travelled 
on  two  very  different  roads  of  hfe  Very  well,  Pnnce  Arjuna' 
Become  the  best'  Be  the  invincible  archer'  If  need  arose,  Kama  the 
charioteer’s  son  will  be  glad  to  hold  your  chariot’s  reins  I  had  made 
up  my  mind  I  was  not  going  to  be  jealous  of  Arjuna  or  of  anyone 
else  My  way  was  very  different  from  those  of  all  the  other  pnnces 
here  Our  births  decided  that  I  would  leam  bowcraft  because  I 
wanted  to  I  also  wanted  to  shoot  arrows  by  sound,  and  to  release 
countless  arrows  simultaneously  in  ten  directions  As  for  having  a 
guru — ^what  did  it  matter"^  What  mattered  was  a  pupil’s  desire  to 
leam  I  would  be  firm  in  body  and  mind  I  would  leam  for  learning’s 
sake  The  vow  I  took  was  irreversible 

18 


My  routine  for  military  training  was  drawn  up  In  a  month’s  time  I 
became  familiar  with  spears,  crowbars,  arrows,  daggers,  fire-guns, 
swords,  patnshas,  bhushundis,  maces,  whirling  discs  and  many 
other  weapons  Because  I  was  more  interested  in  bowcraft,  I 
practised  archery  and  bow-related  weapons  in  greater  detail 
Arrows  by  themselves  composed  innumerable  types  The  kamt- 
shaft  had  two  sharp  heads,  which  dragged  out  the  intestines  when  it 
gored  the  stomach  The  naUka-shzfX's  large  width  was  studded  with 
angled  teeth  which  shredded  the  veins  when  it  was  pulled  out  of  the 
body  The  deadly  //pra-shaft’s  front  part  was  smeared  with  poison¬ 
ous  grease  The  basnka-shzfVs  head  remained  embedded  in  the 
body,  only  the  shaft  could  be  pulled  out  The  suchi  shaft’s  conical 
needle-head  was  perfect  for  even  the  smallest  and  thinnest  of 
targets,  such  as  the  pupil  of  the  eye  The yi^ma-shaft  slithered  like  a 
snake  but  penetrated  dean  into  its  \nctim  Apart  from  these  there 
were  bull-boned,  clcphant-boncd,  hJack,  foul  smelling,  sheldrake- 
feathered.  gold-feathered,  iron-tipped,  horse-boned,  rock-hard, 
numbing,  serpent-faced  and  vanous  other  arrow's  I  was  ready  to 
dedicate  all  my  energies  to  leam  how  to  shoof  these  arrows  at  a 
target  Each  second  of  my  pupilship  was  to  be  spent  in  this  pursuit 
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For  the  first  fifteen  days  I  did  nothing  except  get 

the  war-weapons  of  the  arena  The  fact  was  that  I  w 

learn  anything  Guru  Drona's  embarrassing  behaviour  towards  me 
the  very  first  day  had  completely  disenchanted  me  There  were 
times  1  wondered  which  was  better — should  1  continue  to  rot  in  this 
princes’  rubbish  heap  as  a  charioteer’s  son  or  should  1  return  to 
Champanagari’’  What  use  was  military  skill  to  me''  What  great  war 
was  in  the  offing  anyway*'  And  if  there  was  one*  so  whaft — I  had  no 
place  in  it,  except  as  a  charioteer  What  use  was  war-trammg  to  a 
charioteer''  A  charioteer  had  to  know  about  horses,  and  how  to  use 
the  various  aids  to  tame  their  irrepressible  natures  Couldn’t  I  pick 
all  that  up  in  Champanagan  itself''  But  the  very  next  moment  I 
thought  No,  this  won’t  do  Military  skill  is  not  for  the  battlefield 
only  The  strong-armed  man  is  always  considered  superior  This 
military  training  would  impart  strength  in  me  1  would  show  Prince 
Arjuna  he  wasn  t  the  one  and  only  expert  archer  in  the  world  But, 
come  to  think  of  it,  that  poor  man  hadn’t  harmed  me  in  any  way 
Why  this  rivalry  with  him’’  Envy  blinds  a  man  It’s  not  his  fault  if 
Guru  Drona  loves  him  Like  me,  he’s  just  another  young  man 
Which  pupil  doesn’t  want  to  be  loved  by  his  guru''  And  surely 
there’s  no  guru  who  can  love  a  pupil  so  much  without  first  assessing 
his  faults  and  virtues''  If  that  is  so,  then  I,  Gurudeva,  will  prove  to  be 
pure  gold  on  your  touchstone  If  you  can  love  Arjuna  so  much 
merely  because  he's  a  good  archer,  then  I  will  become  an  even 
better  archer  But  what  use  will  it  be — my  becoming  such  an  expert 
archer''  You’ll  never  take  me  to  your  heart  You’ll  never  caress  my 
back  lovingly— because  I  am  a  charioteer’s  son,  and  Arjuna  after  all 
IS  a  Kshatriya’s  son  What’s  so  sjiecial  about  being  a  Kshatnya'' 
Why  this  discrimination  on  a  caste  basis''  What  was  the  need  for  it? 
But  I  couldn’t  say  this  out  openly  The  caste  whose  ancestors  by 
their  valour  destroyed  their  enemies  and  spread  the  fame  of  the 
Kuru  caste  and  the  Kuru  kingdom— surely  there  must  be  something 
special  about  that  caste  My  caste’s  ancestors,  generation  after 
generation,  scrubbed  horses  and  held  reins  How  could  you  com¬ 
pare  them  with  Kshatnyas''  Really,  wouldn’t  it  have  been  wonder¬ 
ful  if  I  had  been  bom  in  a  royal  Kshatnya  f  amilyl  But  how  could  that 
ever  happen?  Banyan  crows  should  not  aspire  to  become  palace 
pigeons  No  use,  let  it  be  One  shouldn’t  get  so  worked  up  about 


acquainted  with 
as  in  no  mood  to 


The  Death-Conqueror 


53 


what  one  cannot  change.  And  no  point  misunderstanding  things 
and  harbouring  ill  will  towards  others.  If  Arjuna  was  such  a 
favourite  of  his  guru,  that  was  something  for  his  brothers  to  feel 
envious  about  perhaps — how  did  I  come  into  the  picture?  How  \^s 
I  related  to  Arjuna?  No  relation  at  all.  I  was  a  charioteer’s  son- 
was  a  prince.  His  way  was  different  from  mine.  Both  of  us  travelled 
on  two  very  different  roads  of  life.  Very  well,  Prince  Arjuna. 
Become  the  best!  Be  the  invincible  archer!  If  need  arose,  Kama  the 
charioteer’s  son  will  be  glad  to  hold  your  chariot’s  reins.  I  had  made 
up  my  mind:  I  was  not  going  to  be  jealous  of  Arjuna  or  of  anyone 
else.  My  way  was  very  different  from  those  of  all  the  other  princes 
here.  Our  births  decided  that.  I  would  leam  bowcraft  because  1 
wanted  to.  I  also  wanted  to  shoot  arrows  by  sound,  and  to  release 
countless  arrows  simultaneously  in  ten  directions.  As  for  having  a 
guru— what  did  it  matter?  What  mattered  was  a  pupil  s  desire  to 
learn.  I  would  be  firm  in  body  and  mind.  1  would  leam  for  learning  s 
sake.  The  vow  I  took  was  irreversible. 
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My  routine  for  military  training  was  drawn  up.  In  a  month’s  time  I 
became  familiar  with  spears,  crowbars,  arrows,  dagprs,  ire  ’ 
swords,  pattishas,  bhushundis,  maces,  whirling  ,  . 

other  weapons.  Because  I  was  more  intereste  in  ow  ■ 
practised  archery  and  bow-related  weapons  m  grea  . 
Arrows  by  themselves  comprised  innumerable  fP®*- 
shaft  had  two  sharp  heads,  which  dragged  ® jHed  with 

gored  the  stomach.  The  no/iko-shaft’s  large  wi  ,.  .  j  of  the 

Lgled  teeth  which  shredded  the  veins  when  It  was  pulled  out  of 

body.  The  deadly  /ipin-shaft’s  front  part  was 

ous  grease.  The  tonka-shaft’s  head  remmned  ^'"bedded  m  he 
body;  only  the  shaft  could  be  pulled  out. 
needle-head  was 

rrebu^£>ned.  elephant-boned,  black,  foul-s,«.ng.^eM^^^^^^ 
feathered,  gold-feathered. 

numbing,  serpent-faced  ‘‘"d  vanous  other  a^ows.^wasma^  ^ 

dedicate  all  my  energies  to  learn  how  to  r  I 

target.  Each  second  of  my  pupilship  was  to  be  spent  in  in  p 
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PrevouslY  1  had  three  lo\es  in  my  life  Ganga-mata,  the  god  Sui7a. 
and  the  attection-loadcd  silver  casket  gifted  by  Radha-mata  But 
one  mote  love  was  added  when  1  entered  the  military  academy 
archery 
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Father  had  been  an  excellent  charioteer  to  the  Maharaja  for 
many  years  But  old  age  now  prevented  him  for  being  as  alert  as  he 
was  earlier  To  assist  him,  the  Maharaja  had  engaged,  as  his 
personal  help,  the  skilful  son  of  the  charioteer  Guvalgana  The 
monarch  would  sometimes  summon  him,  and  I  discovered  his  name 
was  Sanjaya  He  was  older,  so  1  addressed  him  as  Uncle  Sanjaya 
On  his  countenance  and  on  Vidura's  there  was  an  expression  of 
greatcalm  1  was  much  taken  by  his  name  Sanjaya  Evenmorcthan 
that  1  liked  his  being  a  charioteer  1  would  look  out  for  any  odd 
chance  to  meet  and  talk  to  him 

In  the  chariot  yards  father  and  he  would  talk  about  the  most 
fascinating  topics  the  best  breed  of  horses,  the  most  effective  axle 
grease,  the  toughest  wood  for  wheels,  the  optimum  number  of 
spokes  for  maximum  efficiency,  how  the  sjiokes  affect  the  vehicle's 
speed,  and  so  on  He  was  always  telling  me,  “Kama,  you  are  a 
charioteer's  son  Remember  that  the  best  horses  never  sit  on  the 
ground,  not  even  when  they  sleep  at  night  And  the  best  charioteer 
never  leaves  his  chariot-seat,  not  even  at  the  nsk  of  his  life  Once 
seated,  he’s  always  seated  ” 

“The  things  you  say,  Kaka^  A  horse — and  he  never  sits  on  the 
ground'"  I  exclaimed  m  surprise 
“Yes  Not  just  that — but  if  a  horse  that’s  standing  and  sleeping 
raises  a  hoof  and  tries  to  sleep  on  three  legs — you  can  rest  assured 
he  s  useless  for  long  journeys  Remember  a  horse  is  the  finest  of 
beasts  ” 

Finest^  I  casually  asked,  because  I  wanted  him  to  carry  on 
expatiating  His  voice,  sweet  as  a  bharadvaja  bird's,  was  so 
mellifluous  that  I  could  listen  to  him  forever 

“Finest— and  the  most  intelligent  Kama,  if  you  ever  tide  into  a 
thick  forest  and  lose  your  way,  just  let  go  of  the  horse’s  reins,  and 
this  intelligent  beast  will  find  the  way  back  for  you  from  where  you 
started  ”  1  would  get  all  kinds  of  horse  lore  like  this  m  the  course  of 
Kaka’s  talks 
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How  happily  time  passed  listening  to  his  accounts  of  the  vanety  of 
equestrian  behaviour,  diseases,  and  gaits  He  gave  me  detailed 
information  on  the  dharma-based  duties  and  responsibilities  of  the 
chanoteer’s  profession ,  and  the  rules  of  the  arena  He  instructed  me 
on  which  herbs  were  medicinal  for  the  special  afflictions  that 
affected  horses’  hooves,  by  actually  treating  disease  stricken 
horses 

Sanjaya-Kaka  was  the  chief  of  the  palace  charioteers  Maharaja 
Dhntarashtra,  Grandsire  Bhishma,  the  chief  courtier  Vidura,  the 
Queen  Mother  and  the  minister  Vnshavarman — all  respected  him 
Uncle  Sanjaya,  admired  by  such  eminences,  actually  spent  hours 
chatting  with  me,  and  advising  me  on  the  niceties  of  chanoteenng 
Sometimes  he  would  take  me  and  Shon  on  drives  in  the  capital  m  his 
splendidly  flower-and-bell  decorated  chanot 
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One  day  Shon  and  I  went  for  a  stroll  in  the  city  On  our  way  back, 
near  the  palace,  we  noticed  a  royal  chanot  approaching,  with  shiny 
flickenng  drapes  on  all  four  sides  Impressed  by  the  whiteness  of  the 
five  powerful  pure-white  horses  pulling  the  chanot,  I  gazed, 
entranced  One  of  them  occasionally  threw  his  head  back  The 
chanot  raced  smoothly  ahead 

Suddenly  Shon  let  go  of  my  hand  and  ran  towards  the  chanot 
Why  was  he  rushing  like  a  madman'^ — I  had  no  idea  In  no  time  at 
all  he  reached  the  chanot  It  made  me  angry  to  see  him  behave  so 
foolishly  He’ll  be  under  the  wheels  before  I  can  reach  him*  What  to 
do’^  My  hair  stood  on  end  with  fear  If  he  didn’t  move  out  of  the 
chanot’s  way  in  a  flash,  it  would  be  all  over — he  would  be  crushed 
under  the  wheels  I  gathered  all  my  energies  and  yelled,  “Shon* 
Stop’”  Swiftly  he  bent  low  and  picked  up  a  black  object  The 
charioteer  saw  him  and  dexterously  stopped  the  horses  With  great 
difficulty  the  chanot  clattered  to  a  halt  near  Shon  Flecks  of  foam 
from  the  mouth  of  one  of  the  horses  dnpped  on  Shon’s  head  But  his 
mind  was  elsewhere  He  was  softly  caressing  the  black  object  in  his 
hand  Panting,  I  came  near  him  He  showed  me  the  object,  saying 
distrcssedl>,  “Bhai>a’  See’  It  was  about  to  get  run  over  ”  It  Nvas  a 
kitten  small  eyes  blinking.  It  began  whimpenng  I  didn’t  know,  what 
to  say  to  Shon  1  couldn’t  fume  at  him  I  gazed  at  him  in  astonish 
ment  Was  this  the  same  Shon  who  came  running  behind  ourchanot 
when  wc  were  leaving*’ 
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I  offered  arghya  to  the  flaming  orb,  saying,  “Your  discjplc,  Kama 

the  son  of  a  charioteer,  seeks  your  blessing  Favour  me, 

Gurudeva  "  Then,  unbhnkingly  gazing  at  the  Sun,  I  could  sec 

countless  radiant  molecules  glittering  in  its  rays— molecules 

revolving  at  incredible  speeds,  radiant  molecules  that  dispelled  the 

darkness  of  the  world,  eternally  speeding  molecules  that  inspired 

thousands  of  streams  of  energy  and  enterprise  What  would  happen 

if  these  molecules  failed  to  appear  even  for  a  single  day''  This 

Hastmapura,  these  palaces  and  temples,  these  strutting  warriors — 

Arjuna  too,  and  Bhima  and  Drona— what  would  happen  to  them'' 

Ah,  they  were  such  committed  workers,  these  dazzling  bursts  of 

energy  1  thought-  If  I,  Kama  could  become  jusi  one  of  those 

ZZll  1  '»>•'’  splendul'  Then  I  could  blaze 

TmvLei  n  "’»■  darkness  of  the 

universe'  But  that  was  not  possible  ^ 

I  lost  myself  in  these  thoughts  1  was  aware  of  nothing  not  my 

mtreZTo"fr^s"'=t“^^ 

nergy  of  the  Sun  But  no  amount  of  drmkmc  satisfied  me 
P--''  ov^rmy  htd^n^d 
wa  tired  I  dosed  m  e  “ "  •'"’y  My  neck 
Radiance  agt^  swTm  n? ’>’=  vibrations  of  the 
blood  vibraLg  like  the  RaTan  e^Afe’™ 
eyes  My  back  was  aglow  with  intend  hea^ 
too  1  stepped  quicklv  out  of  the  ,  ^e  sands  were  heated 
the  palace  ^  changed,  and  strode  towards 
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trainee’s  undorm  MrmkmgShonwIth“’  '  "''P 

day  passed  practising  the  Ts^s  of"'^tr'‘"'  “P  areni 

Sometimes,  circling  and  whnlme  re  m°  ‘‘'ff^ent  war  weapon: 

the  sword,  sometimes,  hurling^he  s„e“' 
picked  up  expertly  aU  there  wL  tn  resting  until  I  ha 

came  to  my  hand  I  spent  hmir«  r  ^bout  whatever  weaoo 
Of  bowcrafi  Learnln^gr  Ke  a  ?  Ii“^‘ 

--calionandwaleredwithsmk'rU^eClfrr^^^^ 
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out  them,  more  likely  than  not  it  wasles'away  I  \v3uld  pass  the 
whole  day  with  only  one  end  in  mind'  onremiiting  effort  and 
dedication  My  desire  was  to  start  with  what  was  the  most  difficult  to 
learn — and  learn  it  I  did  In  the  evening,  after  Guru  Drona 
dismissed  us,  all  of  us  laid  down  our  weapons  and  wended  our  way 
back  to  our  homes  I  instructed  Shon  to  stay  back  while  I  hurried  to 
the  bank  of  the  Ganga  The  Ganga  flowed  behind  the  military 
academy  in  its  course  towards  the  city  I  stood  there  and  gazed 
westwards,  worshipping  the  Sun-God  as  he  took  leave  of 
Hastinapura  Stroking  his  golden  fingers  on  my  body,  he  seemed  to 
whisper,  “We  will  meet  again,  tomorrow  ”  And  all  the  accumulated 
tiredness  of  war-craft,  practised  during  the  day,  vanished  in  an  instant 
At  night  sleep  would  come  to  me  in  a  flash  as  a  result  of  the  day’s 
labours  But  there  were  times  when  sleep  behaved  like  a  sulking 
child  and  refused  to  come  Then  I  recalled  Guru  Drona’s  words 
“How  will  he  ever  be  able  to  sfudy  with  ponces'?”  I  tried  to  make  my 
mmd  understand — there’s  nothing  wrong  in  his  pronouncement — 
we  are  not  princes — we  can’t  study  with  princes  But  my  mind 
refused  to  accept  this  truth  I  tossed,  restless  I  was  surprised  by  my 
own  agitation  There  were  countless  boys  in  the  city  who  were 
unable  to  get  training  with  the  princes  They  came  to  the  military 
academy,  all  of  them  Did  they  brood  about  it,  as  I  did*?  Why  was  I 
the  only  one  to  get  so  upset*?  Distressed,  I  came  out,  and  sat  near  a 
lake  in  front  of  the  palace  The  reflected  sky  shimmered  in  its  clear 
waters  The  orb  of  the  moon  left  her  frolicking  with  the  feelingless 
stars  and  eager  to  play  with  the  frisking  fish  m  the  lake  silently 
descended  the  sky-stairs  and  settled  on  the  waters  And  the  un- 
fcanng  fish  played  enchanting  hidc-and-scck  with  the  moon  I 
stayed  there  a  long  time,  watching  the  flickering  run-and  fun  of  the 
fish  In  the  crevices  of  the  fence  round  the  lake  were  flocks  of 
pigeons  Without  warning,  a  couple  of  pigeons  cooed,  then 
suddenly  fell  silent  Gazing  at  the  radiant  moon-circle  I  climbed  Ihc 
stairs,  went  to  my  room,  and  dropped  off  to  sleep 
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Tlic  niilitar>  atadcm>  \sas  ijuiic  some  distance  from  the  p  dace, 
for  Nshich  reason  nvc  preferred  after  a  dijs  to  siaN  in  ihc 
atadem\  Our  lie  with  the  pilacc  snapped  Once  a  )car.  durinii  the 
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He  ran  his  hand  lovingly  on  the  kitten’s  back,  as  ecstatic  as  if  he 
d'didfeven  n^c^  ,fWs;>™ent  had  fallen  on  the  ground  he 
searching  for  the  kittel^  StTm'"^ 

asked  Shon  to  place  the  kitten  on  the  gronid""  ' 

nape^“he^mou,!:^‘!,'’^d'''“  “P  ‘'’«=  k-Men  by  its 

been  loitering,  after  losing''Kutel'> 
courage,  was  there  any  doubt  at  all  thl  ‘ 

squashed  and  dead  m  the  dust  of  ®  ’y"® 

'■stened  to  her  piteouslX°[ht 
The  incident  reminded  me  of  RaHu 
stood  in  front  of  my  eves  Hnu,,i  ™‘fata  Her  loving  presence 
mothershouldalwaysbeiikelHK  >°°ked  after  me'  A 

Champanagan  The  charioteer  snoT"**^  ^ '^as  lost  in  memories  of 
Hurry  up'  Get  out  of  the  wav'  of  m  chanot-seat, 

••w  IS  in  the  chanotf  ^  0“ccn  Mother  Kunti- 

Kbed'qH^'P'''"  devil 

°«fasw?rte7grer^^^^^ 

«-t'.  P-  “"^aes  I  was  puzzled  Thouph^  ^  beautiful  pure 

oked  ,0  1,  Whvld  o  1"  ">«  charm” had 

ouf? 

^  The  chanot 


on.y^hors;s;X“^.^;“®^-am 
Su  H  “PPat  gar^e„rrd'K"''^P"'““'  Tfta  "banot 

tu  ders"  Ve'"''*  “  “P’  ^  ,*’1^-;  -mpled  under  its 
21  ®  “  "a''cr  done  before 


pam 

Because  she  warso  f”'®'’'  ’"'’’'’'f’a^lavrnil^H^f 

Scr  »•  -i”;rr 

"cy  spring  out  of  nowhen 
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and  go  when  and  where  they  please  Not  just  that  they  sometimes 
wreak  havoc  m  the  peaceful  waters  of  the  mind  There  were  times 
when  Champanagari  came  to  me  as  a  piercing  memory,  then  I 
would  feel  low,  nothing  could  please  me  At  such  times  I  would  take 
Shon  out,  and  we  would  go  for  a  stroll  m  the  city  My  depression 
would  fade  We  had  become  familiar  with  the  city  as  a  result  of  these 
frequent  outings  Which  roads  led  where,  which  deity  presided  in 
which  temple,  where  the  lakes  were,  the  stables,  the  granaries,  the 
armouries  Hastinapura  appeared  to  us  like  a  garden  blooming 
with  varied  flowers  of  all  shapes  and  colours  How  many  different 
people  lived  in  this  city’  Singers,  dancers,  warriors,  traders, 
farmers,  artists,  pandits  and,  apart  from  these,  leather  craftsmen, 
potters,  sweepers  and  other  workers  Go  any  time,  and  the  city 
was  chockful  of  crowds  I  never  tired  of  this  teeming  city  In  fact, 
many  a  time  I  thought  of  playing  truant  and,  instead  of  going  to  the 
military  academy,  go  on  a  city  sightseeing  spree  But  this  was  not 
possible  I  had  come  here  to  study,  not  to  indulge 
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My  routine  in  Hastinapura  was  fixed  Every  day  1  woke  up  at 
crack  of  dawn,  the  auspicious  “lime  of  Brahma",  and  proceeded  as 
required  to  the  Ganga  To  forestall  any  objections,  I  never  went  to 
the  river  ghat  I  had  selected  a  different  spot  for  myself — a  clean  and 
serene  corner — where  there  was  no  chance  of  anyone’s  interfering 
There  I  svould  dip  to  my  heart's  content,  and  then  stand  waist-deep 
in  the  water  Shoals  of  small  fish  would  fleet  by  and  try  to  nip  my 
ankles — but  I  knew  they  would  fail  Frustrated  by  my  impenetrable 
skin ,  thc>  would  tire  and  s\v  im  away  Finally  they  stopped  coming  at 
me  altogether  What  must  they  have  surmised*^ — that  my  legs  v.  ere 
two  familiar  blocks  of  slonc*^ 

I  cupped  vvatenn  my  hollowed  palm  and  waited  to  oticTanjaU  to 
the  Sun  As  he  lifted  his  head  in  slow  scarlet  splendour  on  the 
distant  waters  of  the  Ganga,  it  looked  as  if  the  countless  red  waves 
of  the  river  w  ere  dancing  with  a  golden  v  cil  ov  cr  ihcir  heads  A  stray 
flamingo  circled  between  us  sporadically ,  blocking  the  intcnsiiy  of 
the  Sun’s  radiance  wherever  it  moved  I  thought  C\€n  this  small 
creature  has  some pon  er'  it  tries  to  hide  the  Sun  n  tilt  its  presence  As 
the  bird  flew  aw,i>,  the  Sun  glowed  again  with  full  resplendence 
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He  ran  his  hand  lovingly  on  the  kitten’s  back,  as  ecstatic  as  if  he 
had  gained  heaven  His  upper  garment  had  fallen  on  the  ground  he 
didn’t  even  notice  it  The  mother  cat  turned  up,  mewing  shnlly, 
searching  for  the  kitten  Still  mewing,  she  lolled  near  our  feet  I 
asked  Shon  to  place  the  kitten  on  the  ground 
No  sooner  had  he  done  this  than  she  picked  up  the  kitten  by  its 
nape  in  her  mouth,  and  disappeared  Who  knows  where  she  had 
been  loitering,  after  losing  her  kitten'^  If  Shon  hadn’t  shown  such 
courage,  was  there  any  doubt  at  all  that  her  little  one  would  be  lying 
squashed  and  dead  in  the  dust  of  the  royal  roadt  Who  would  have 
listened  to  her  piteous  mewing  then'' 

The  incident  reminded  me  of  Radha-mata  Her  loving  presence 
Stood  in  front  of  my  eyes  How  dotmgly  she  had  looked  after  me*  A 
mother  should  always  be  like  Radha-mata  I  was  lost  in  memones  of 
Champanagari  The  charioteer  spoke  up  from  his  chariot-seat. 

The  Queen-Mother  Kunti  devi* 

shoulders  We  proceeded  to"**  “  around  his 

—  Shon’sK!irme7mrr;^^^^^^^^ 
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reason,  though,  1  stooned  m.c  however,  without  any 

possession  always  broueht  moih^  ™y  home  But  the  casket  in  my 
Because  she  wafso  f7awav  re  ? 
was  Before  dropping  off  each’nioht  “^^aply  precious  she 

lives  tied  ,0  eaehothl  by  fcon*  of  to  Je 

far  apart  they  are  You  are  mHeel  t  ^lose  no  matter  how 

caskets  one.  this,  which  you  rau  *"  No,  you  are  in  two 

Memones  are  like  cyclonic  'h'  <"her,  my  heart 

cyclonic  storms  They  spnng  out  of  nowhere 
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out  them,  more  likely  than  not  it  wastes  away  I  would  pass  the 
whole  day  with  only  one  end  in  mind'  unremnting  effort  and 
dedication  My  desire  was  to  start  with  what  was  the  most  difficult  to 
learn — and  learn  it  I  did  In  the  evening,  after  Guru  Drona 
dismissed  us,  all  of  us  laid  down  our  weapons  and  wended  our  way 
back  to  our  homes  I  instructed  Shon  to  stay  back  while  I  hurried  to 
the  bank  of  the  Ganga  The  Ganga  flowed  behind  the  military 
academy  in  its  course  towards  the  city  I  stood  there  and  gazed 
westwards,  worshipping  the  Sun-God  as  he  took  leave  of 
Hastinapura  Stroking  his  golden  fingers  on  my  body,  he  seemed  to 
whisper,  “We  will  meet  again,  tomorrow  ”  And  all  the  accumulated 
tiredness  of  war-craft,  practised  dunng  the  day,  vanished  in  an  instant 
At  night  sleep  would  come  to  me  in  a  flash  as  a  result  of  the  day’s 
labours  But  there  were  times  when  sleep  behaved  like  a  sulking 
child  and  refused  to  come  Then  I  recalled  Guru  Drona’s  words 
“How  will  he  ever  be  able  to  sfudy  with  princes'^’’  I  tried  to  make  my 
mind  understand — there’s  nothing  wrong  in  his  pronouncement — 
we  are  not  pnnces — we  can’t  study  with  princes  But  my  mind 
refused  to  accept  this  truth  I  tossed,  restless  I  was  surpnscd  by  my 
own  agitation  There  were  countless  boys  in  the  city  who  were 
unable  to  get  training  with  the  princes  They  came  to  the  military 
academy,  all  of  them  Did  they  brood  about  it,  as  I  did'^  Why  was  I 
the  only  one  to  get  so  upset*’  Distressed .  I  came  out ,  and  sat  near  a 
lake  m  front  of  the  palace  The  reflected  sky  shimmered  m  its  clear 
waters  The  orb  of  the  moon  left  her  frolicking  with  the  feelmgicss 
stars  and  eager  to  play  with  the  fnskmg  fish  in  the  lake  silently 
descended  the  sky-stairs  and  settled  on  the  waters  And  the  un- 
fcaring  fish  played  enchanting  hidc-and-scek  with  the  moon  I 
staged  there  a  longtime,  watching  the  flickering  run-and-fun  of  the 
fish  In  the  ere  vices  of  the  fence  round  the  lake  N^crc  flocks  of 
pigeons  Without  ssarning,  a  couple  of  pigeons  cooed,  then 
suddcnls  fell  silent  Gazing  at  the  radiant  moon-circle  I  climbed  ilie 
stairs,  went  to  m>  room,  and  dropped  off  to  sleep 
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1  he  mihiar)  acadenu  "as  quite  stime  distance  from  the  p  ilacc, 
for  "hicli  reason  we  preferred  after  a  few  da\^  to  si.i\  in  the 
ac  idcnu  Our  lie  wuh  ihe  p  ilacc  snapped  Once  a  >  car.  during  the 
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I  offered  arghya  to  the  flaming  orb,  saying,  “Your  discjplc,  Kama 
the  son  of  a  charioteer,  seeks  your  blessing  Favour  me, 
Gurudeva  ”  Then,  unbhnkingly  gazing  at  the  Sun,  I  could  see 
countless  radiant  molecules  glittering  m  its  rays — molecules 
revolving  at  incredible  speeds,  radiant  molecules  that  dispelled  the 
darkness  of  the  world,  eternally  speeding  molecules  that  inspired 
thousands  of  streams  of  energy  and  enterprise  What  would  happen 
if  these  molecules  failed  to  appear  even  for  a  single  day*^  This 
Hastinapura,  these  palaces  and  temples,  these  strutting  warriors — 
Arjuna  too,  and  Bhima  and  Drona — what  would  happen  to  them‘d 
Ah,  they  were  such  committed  workers,  these  dazzling  bursts  of 
energy  I  thought*  If  /,  Kama  could  become  just  one  of  those 
marvellous  energy-particles,  how  splendid'  Then  I  could  blaze 
myself  into  a  flaming  sacrifice  and  remove  the  darkness  of  the 
universe'  But  that  was  not  possible 

Host  myself  in  these  thoughts  I  was  aware  of  nothing  not  my 
body-armour,  not  my  flesh-ear-nngs  With  wide-open  eyes  I  drank 
m  the  energy  of  the  Sun  But  no  amount  of  drmking  satisfied  me. 

Hours  passed  like  this  The  Radiance  passed  over  my  head  and 

rsmeV'ldl'e?  °‘P“.oseeitanymore  Myneck 
Radiance  an  'hen  the  vibrations  of  the 

blood  v  f™"'  of  my  vision  1  felt  each  drop  of  my 

eyef  Mv  ba  w:^'  •  “peLd  my 

too  lsteonedouirld^”*t*f'i!'"*^"*'^*’^‘”  ^he  sands  were  heated 
the  patce  ^  °  changed,  and  strode  towards 
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Our  day  passed  pradi^S^^^^^^^^ 

Sometimes  circling  and  whirlme  the  m  '  different  war  weapons 
the  sword,  sometiLs.  hurhig^he  ^ 

picked  up  expertly  all  there  was  in  i  costing  until  I  had 

dedication  and  walered  with  singir^lded'efC,  It  Lwes '  With- 
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out  them,  more  likely  than  not  it  w^stes  away  J  \yould  pass  the 
whole  day  with  only  one  end  in  mind*  unrefnitling  effort  and 
dedication  My  desire  was  to  start  with  what  was  the  most  difficult  to 
learn — and  learn  it  I  did  In  (he  evening,  after  Guru  Drona 
dismissed  us,  all  of  us  laid  down  our  weapons  and  wended  our  way 
back  to  our  homes  I  instructed  Shon  to  stay  back  while  I  hurried  to 
the  bank  of  the  Ganga  The  Ganga  flowed  behind  the  military 
academy  in  its  course  towards  the  city  I  stood  there  and  gazed 
westwards,  worshipping  the  Sun-God  as  he  took  leave  of 
Hastmapura  Stroking  his  golden  fingers  on  my  body,  he  seemed  to 
whisper,  “We  will  meet  again,  tomorrow  ”  And  all  the  accumulated 
tiredness  of  war-craft,  practised  during  the  day,  vanished  in  an  instant 
At  night  sleep  would  come  to  me  in  a  flash  as  a  result  of  the  day’s 
labours  But  there  were  times  when  sleep  behaved  like  a  sulking 
child  and  refused  to  come  Tlien  I  recalled  Guru  Drona’s  words 
“How  will  he  ever  be  able  to  study  with  pnnces*^’’  I  tried  to  make  my 
mind  understand — there’s  nothing  wrong  in  his  pronouncement — 
we  are  not  princes — we  can’t  study  with  princes  But  my  mind 
refused  to  accept  this  truth  I  tossed,  restless  I  was  surprised  by  my 
own  agitation  There  were  countless  boys  in  the  city  who  were 
unable  to  get  training  with  the  princes  They  came  to  the  military 
academy,  all  of  them  Did  they  brood  about  it,  as  I  did*^  Why  was  I 
the  only  one  to  get  so  upset*^  Distressed,  I  came  out,  and  sat  near  a 
lake  in  front  of  the  palace  The  reflected  sky  shimmered  in  its  clear 
waters  The  orb  of  the  moon  left  her  frolicking  with  the  feehngless 
stars  and  eager  to  play  with  the  frisking  fish  in  the  lake  silently 
descended  the  sky-stairs  and  settled  on  the  waters  And  the  un- 
feanng  fish  played  enchanting  hide-and-seek  with  the  moon  I 
stayed  there  a  long  time,  watching  the  flickering  run-and-fun  of  the 
fish  In  the  crevices  of  the  fence  round  the  lake  were  flocks  of 
pigeons  Without  warning,  a  couple  of  pigeons  cooed,  then 
suddenly  fell  silent  Gazing  at  the  radiant  moon  circle  I  climbed  the 
stairs,  went  to  my  room,  and  dropped  off  to  sleep 
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The  military  academy  was  quite  some  distance  from  ihc  palace, 
for  Nshich  reason  we  preferred  after  a  few  da>s  to  stay  in  the 
academv  Our  lie  \s  ith  the  palace  snapped  Once  a  >car,  during  the 
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the  palace,  and  that  only  because  of 
Prince  DuryotSSSaiJjae^asive  invitations  He  and  his  minister 
Vnshavarman  had  helped  us  considerably  Duryodhana  had  ninety- 
nine  brothers,  but  he  was  the  only  one  who  ever  enquired  about  my 
welfare  Nor  was  1  specially  attracted  to  any  of  them  What  weird 
names  they  had’  Durmarsha,  Durmukha,  and  so  on  There  was  one 
person  I  had  taken  a  liking  to — Ashvatthaman,  Guru  Drona’s  son. 
How  free  and  easy  he  was  in  his  ways’  So  young,  yet  he  spoke  with 
such  authority  on  dharma,  the  atman,  prowess,  duty,  love,  and 
other  subjects  I  used  to  spend  all  my  leisure  discussing  with  him. 
He  knew  me  only  as  Kama  Who  I  was,  where  I  came  from,  why  I 
was  here — he  never  probed  into  these  matters  And  that  was  why  I 
liked  him  most  of  ail 


One  day  I  asked  him  casually,  “Don’t  you  find  your  name 
Ashvatthaman  a  little  strange'>’’ 

He  burst  into  child-like  laughter  and  replied,  “Yes  It  is  odd,  I 
think  so  too  Do  you  know  what  people  say  when  I  ask  them  about 
my  name'>" 

Well  Ashva’  means  horse,  doesn’t  it'^  So  you’re  as  impressive 
as  a  horse,  something  like  that,  surely*^’’ 

“No  They  say  I  neighed  like  a  horse  at  the  time  of  my  birth,  so 
1  m  the  Horse- Voiced  One,  Ashvatthaman  1  don’t  like  the  expla¬ 
nation,  though  How  can  a  baby  neigh'>  How’s  it  possible''  To  tell 
the  truth,  I  like  my  name,  because  my  father  calls  me  ‘Ashu’ 
Only  when  I  m  alone  with  him,  though  In  front  of  others,  he  calls 
me  Ashvatthaman 

1  liked  the  name  "Ashu”  1  hked  it  a  lot 

fleth'^enrnn'’'‘"*^‘!i'’'''’i"''' <'°"'Pa"y  Once  he  touched  my 
flesh-ea  -rings  and  said.  “Kama,  your  ear-rings  grow  more  and 
more  golden  day  by  day  ” 

goWdeaftmk™”’’  «ho  does  such  fine 

-How  do  I  know  which  goldsmith  plates  my  ear-rings  for  me’'  If  I 
did  I  d  have  asked  him  to  make  a  golden  pair  for  my  Lend 
Ashvatthaman  as  well  He’s  such  a  good  person  ”  ^ 

Hc.aughed  “No,  bhai,  your  ear-rings  are  yours  If  a  thief  sees  a 

was  no  difference  between  him  and  Shon  Bu,  his  father  ifso^ave 
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and  serene  that  one  can  hardly  fathom  Kis  mind.  Is  it  that  heavy 
responsibility  makes  an  adult  of  a  persori?'Or.is'+t  that  some  are  just 
bom  adult?  Like  Yudhishthira,  for  example — always  serious.  Catch 
him  laughing  even  by  mistake!  All  the  military  trainees  respected 
him,  though.  And  as  for  his  brother  Arjuna — he’s  the  life  and  soul 
of  aU.  Look  anywhere,  and  it’s  Aijuna.  Guru  Drona  doesn’t  love  even 
Ashvatthaman  as  much  as  he  loves  Arjuna.  But  what’s  behind  his 
great  affection  for  Arjuna?  In  point  of  fact,  there’s  no  one  the  equal 
of  Ashvatthaman  in  the  military  academy.  Yet  Arjuna  gets  all  the 
respect,  to  the  exclusion  of  all  others.  Is  it  right  to  give  so  much 
importance  to  one  individual?  Won’t  he  lose  his  head  if  he  gels  such 
attention?  What  special  test  makes  Arjuna  so  favoured  of  Drona?  I 
had  often  wanted  to  question  Ashvatthaman  about  this,  but  I 
restrained  myself  with  great  effort.  He  might  think  J  was  showing 
disrespect  to  his  father.  And  so  that  question  was  one  I  could  never 
be  able  to  put  to  him.  But  Ashvatthaman  was  a  friend — and  as  a 
friend  he  was  closer  to  me  than  all  the  other  trainees. 
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I  took  time  off  once  to  visit  mother  in  Champanagari.  On  my 
return  eight  days  later  I  learnt  from  Ashvatthaman  that  Guru 
Drona  had  tested  all  his  pupils  in  my  absence.  He  perched  a  stuffed 
bird  on‘a  high  branch  of  an  ashoka  tree.  Whoever  pierced  the  left 
eye  of  .Hie  6iVa*  would'  receive  liis  fui’some  appro6arron.  ffe 
summoned  ail  the  pupils,  one  by  one  called  them  to  the  stone 
platform,  handed  each  contender  a  bow,  and  ordered  him  to  take 
aim.  The  pupil  strode  up,  lifted  the  bow,  and  strung  it,  after  which 
Guru  Drona  asked,  “Before  you  shoot,  tell  me:  what  do  you  see?" 

Different  contenders  gave  different  replies.  Foolish  Bhima 
replied,  “I  see  the  green  hills  in  the  distance.”  Someone  said  he  saw 
clouds,  another  saw  the  green  leaves  of  the  tree,  a  third  the  bird. 

Guru  Drona  wasn’t  satisfied.  He  ordered  each  of  these  pupils  to 
lay  down  the  bow  and  go  back.  Last  to  come  up  was  Arjuna.  The 
guru  asked.  “Arjuna.  what  do  you  see?” 

Arjuna  replied,  “Tlie  bird’s  eye." 

Guru  Drona  was  delighted.  He  thumped  Arjuna’s  back  and  said, 
“Splendid!  Shoot  and  pierce  the  eye  thenl"  Arjuna  fired  the  arrow 
and  split  the  eye  clean.  Another  thump  on  Arjuna’s  back. 
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This  incident  was  narrated  ti 
large  eyes  even  larger  as  he 
asked  me,  “Kama,  if  you  hac 

reolied  to  father''”  ^ 

I  reflected  for  a  while  1  projected  myself  in  imagination  in  the 
shooting  posture  on  the  stone  platform  and  fixed  my  gaze  on  the  eye 
of  the  bird,  and  said,  “Ashvatthaman,  had  1  been  there,  1  d  have 
said,T  see  nothing’  When  there’s  a  target  in  front  of  Kama,  Kama 
no  longer  is  Kama  His  body  becomes  all  arrow ,  not  just  arrow,  the 
arrow’s  tip,  and  the  centre  of  the  target  itself  I’d  have  said,  ‘My 
arrowy  body  sees  only  a  tiny  dot  in  front  of  me 
Delighted  with  my  answer,  Ashvatthaman  embraced  me  He 
said,  “Kama,  you’ll  be  the  greatest  archer  yet'”  1  released  myself 
from  his  arms,  and  made  up  my  mind  that  I  would  pierce  the  same 
target  today  for  which  Guru  Drona  had  so  extravagantly  praised 
Arjuna  If  I  did  so,  I  would  sooner  or  later  get  closer  to  Guru 
Drona  He’d  thump  my  back  too 
That  evening  I  went  to  the  city,  bought  a  stuffed  bird,  and 
returned  As  soon  as  silence  descended  on  all  sides  at  night,  I  woke 
Shon  We  emerged  from  our  room  1  was  holding  the  stuffed  bird 
Total  stillness  in  the  war  arena  Throbbing  with  the  clangour  of 
weapons  all  day — and  dead  silent  now  At  different  places  the 
mgudi  filled  lamps  were  glowing,  as  if  imparting  confidence  to  the 
sombre  games  stadium  I  picked  up  a  clay  lamp  and  climbed  up  the 
archers’ platform  Infrontof  mewastheoj/iofcHtree  Ipointedtoit, 
and  handing  the  stuffed  bird  to  Shon  I  said,  ‘  Tie  this  bird  high  on 
that  tree  and  wait  there  with  this  clay  lamp  in  your  hand  ” 

“WhyV"  lie  asked,  surpnsed 

“I’ll  explain  later  Hurry'” 

He  took  the  bird  and  lamp  and  went  near  the  tree  He  scurried  up 
m  an  instant  like  a  squirrel  After  some  time  he  said,  “Bhaiya, 
there’s  a  string  here  tied  on  a  branch  Shall  I  tie  it  here''” 

“Climb  as  far  high  up  as  you  can,”  I  shouted  from  below 
He  climbed  further  up  till  he  couldn’t  go  higher  He  tied  the  bird 
to  a  branch,  and  himself  perched  on  another  branch  I  shouted, 
“Hold  the  lamp  so  It  throws  light  on  the  bird  Don’t  shake’’  He  held 
the  lamp  steady  I  lifted  the  bow  and  aimed  1  had  dedicated  myself 
as  a  pupil  of  the  Sun  God  on  that  very  platform  My  mind  said  to 
me  Remember,  Prince  Arjuna  pierced  one  eye  of  the  target — the 
visible  one  You  ll  pierce  both — die  visible  and  the  one  you  can’t  see 


1  me  by  Ashvatthaman  who  rolled  his 
recounted  the  details  Suddenly  he 
i  been  present  what  would  you  have 
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How?  The  bird  will  spin  the  instant  the  first  arrow  strikes.  The 
moment  it  twists  round,  and  the  other  side  is  in  focus,  you’ll  shoot 
straight  into  the  second  eye.  Both  arrows  are  to  be  fired  simul¬ 
taneously,  and  in  the  dim  glow  of  this  lamp, 

I  gazed  in  the  direction  of  the  tree.  I  guessed  the  speed  aftd 
direction  of  the  wind  by  the  flicker  of  the  lampi  From  the  quiver 
near  me  I  quickly  pulled  out  two  sharp  shafts,  steadied  the  bow, 
fixed  both  arrows,  pulled'lhe  siring  taut....  I  was...  no  longer  I.  My 
body,  mind,  sight,  breath — the  two  tips  of  the  two" arrows  and  the 
two  eyes  of  the  bird — became  one.  My  fingers  became  absolutely 
still  on  the  taut  string.  There  were  two  different  sensations  on  both 
bow.rfingers.  The  first  arrow  had- to  be  released  a  fraction  of  a 
second  before  its  twin.  A  moment’s  steadiness — then  both  shafts 
wifizzed  towards  the  target.  The'first  struck — the  bird  spun — the 
second  hit,  and  the  clumsily-tied  bird  fell  on  the  ground  with  a  thud. 

I  flung  aside  the  bow,  leapt  f6ur  steps  at  a  time  down  the  platform, 
and  sprinted  tow^ds  the  tree.  I  -took  the  bird  to  a  comer  where  a 
lamp  glowed  and  examtneci.it.  Both  eyes’  pupils  were  embedded 
with  two  arrows.  My  eyes  shon^  with  the  joy  of  success.  Shon 
clambered  down  the  tree.  In  the  distance  I  heard  the  night  watch- 
man  tapping  his  steeUnaft  onlhe ground  at  the  stroke  of  midnight. 
We  returned  to  our  room  and  slept.  > 

From  that  day,  when  no  erne  was  present  in  the  vicinity,  we  would 
slip  out  at  night  and  secretly  practise  the  most'  complex  feats  of 
target-shooting.  It  was  easy  toconcentrate  the  energies  of  the  mind 
on  silent,  lonely  nights.  There  was  none  to  interrupt  or  interfere. 

Neither  Shon  nor  I  realised  how  many  years  passed  in  this  routine 
of  practice.  Wrestling  bouts  had  toughbned  my  body:  Punching  my 
arm  muscles,  Ashvalthaman  would  ask  me,  “Is  this  flesh  or  iron?” 

26 

One  day  I  accompanied  Ashvalthaman  to  the '  palace. 
Duryodhana’s  maternal  uncle  Shakuni  was  silting  near  the  lake 
opposite  the  palace,  fondling  a  piire-white  swan.  I  was’fascinated  by 
the  bird.  How  majestically  he  sways  his  neck  as  he  paddles!  As  if  he 
is  the  sole  monarch  of  the  watery  kingdom!  We  approached  uncle 
Shakuni.  He  looked  very  much  like  Ohritarashtra.  But  he  had  the 
habit  of  raising  his  eyebrows  all  the  time  that  he  talked,  with  the 
result  that  his  listener  was  compelled  to  look  at  his  thick  brows 
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lahadeva  in  chakra-flmging.  and  Yudhishthira  in  war-strategy, 
Ashvatthaman  replied 

“Time  then  to  test  them  once  soon  ’ 

“Yes  sir,  that’s  what  father  was  thinkjng,"  Ashvatthaman  said 
By  this  time  an  attendant  had  turped  up  with  milk  in  a  stone  bowl. 
He  placed  the  bowl  near  the  lake  Uncle  Shakunt  transferred  the 
swan  to  Ashvatthaman,  stopped,  scooped  water  in  his  cuppeo 


hands  and  trickled  it  m  the  bowl 

“Mama  ji,  are  you  economising  on  milk'^”  Ashvatthaman 

“No  This  IS  a  royal  swan  You  can  pour  as  much  water  as  you  like 

in  this  bowl  but  he  won’t  dnnk  the  water*  ’  Shakuni  raised  his 
eybrows  and  said  as  he  wiped  his  hands  on  his  shawl 


‘  How’s  that*^” 

“See  for  yourself  ”  Shakuni  gently  took  the  swan  from 
Ashvatthaman  and  placed  him  near  the  bowl  The  bird  stretched  his 
sinuous  neck  inside  the  bowl,  and  gurglingly  sucked  the  milk  Some 
time  passed,  he  pulled  up  his  neck,  and  jerked  it  once,  four  drops  of 
milk  splattered  out  We  peered  cunously  inside  the  bowl  The 
scooped-up  water  was  vjsible  inside — just  plain,  clear  water  Uncle 


Shakuni  poured  it  back  into  the  lake,  and  raised  his  eyebrows 
I  was  astonished  by  what  1  saw  imagmabon’s  horses  started  pulhng 
my  mind<hanot  Isn’t  man  also  hke  that  swan*^  What  he  needs,  he 
takes,  the  rest  he  leaves  Hadn’t  I  done  the  same  thmg'’  With  the 
exceptions  of  Pnnce.  Duryodhana  and  Ashvatthaman,  which  other 
person  had  I  come  close  to  in  that  huge  city*^  Why  couldn’t  I  feel 
intimate  with  others’’  What  answer  was  there  to  this’’  How  could  the 


swan  ever  explain  the  way  it  separated  milk  from  water’’  But  it  was 
surely  no  fault  of  mine  Pnnce  Duryodhana  affectionately  enquired 
about  me,  and  that  was  the  reason  I  was  drawn  towards  him  Human 
love  IS  like  the  earth  First,  a  single  seed  is  sown  Then  innumerable 
ears  of  com  shoot  up  The  same  with  man  one  word  of  love,  and  he 
freely  responds  with  a  whole  flowing  Ganga  of  love  That  was  why  I 
loved  Duryodhana  Ashvatthaman  was  simple  and  guileless  I  saw  no 
difference  between  him  and  Shon  And  I  really  knew  no  one  else  It 
wasn’t  possible  to  know  others  either,  because  I  didn’t  have  the  tune. 
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Bhima,  trapped  in  the  arrogance  of  his  strength,  lolled  about  in 
the  earth  of  the  wrestling  pit.  Outside  the  pit,  he  did  nothing  but  eat. 
What  an  uncultured  voice  he  had!  He  had  fruity  globular  eyes,  and 
he  snored  like  a  thunderstorm.  As  for  Prince  Yudhishthira,  all  he 
could  do  was  carry  on  discussing  for  hours  with  Ashvatthaman 
about  war,  politics,  duty,  and  other  similar  profound  subjects.  And 
Nakula  and  Sahadeva — I  didn’t  even  know  how  they  were  and  what 
they  did.  Prince  Duryodhana  and  Duhshasana  excepting,  all  the 
others  appeared  to  me  to  be  useless  parasitical  types,  like  the 
ubiquitous  amar-bela  weed.  What  was  the  point  in  knowing  them? 
Man  should  be  like  the  royal  swan.  What  you  like,  lake;  leave  the 
rest.  This  was  my  view. 

Ashvatthaman  and  I  returned  from  the  palace.  On  the  way 
Ashvatthaman  remembered  something,  and  said  abruptly,  “Kama, 

I  said  nothing  about  you  to  Shakuni-mama.” 

“He  asked  you  how  the  princes  were  progressing,  not  about  all 
the  pupils  of  the  academy.” 

“But  1  could  have  said  a  lot  about  you  to  him.”  ' 

“Such  as?  You  mean,  about  these  flesh-ear-rings  and  about  my 
armour,  don’t  you?  The  whole  city  knows  about  that  by  now.” 

“No,  not  that.  I  could  have  told  him  that  Arjuna  excelled  in 
bowcraft,  Duryodhana  in  the  mace,  Bhima  in  wrestling,  Nakula  in 
the  sword,  Duhshasana  in  boxing,  Sahadeva  in  the  chakra, 
Yudhishthira  in  military  strategy — and  Kama  in  all  of  these!” 

Was  he  chanting  my  praises  or  telling  the  tmth — it  was  hard  to 
say,  love  does  blind  a  person,  and  I  was  his  friend.  His  very  close 
frient}.  Soitcouid  very  weS!  \>e  that  he  wasn’t  seeing  the  truth.  So  J 
preferred  not  to  say  anything. 
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Six  years  flew  away  like  a  flock  of  birds,  where  no  one  knows. 
Nothing  more  was  left  to  learn  in  war-craft.  In  fact,  the  nocturnal 
practice  that  Shonandihaddone  had  given  us  such  insights  into  the 
use  of  each  and  every  weapon  and  into  every  aspect  of  war<raft  as 
became  known  only  to  the  two  of  us.  Besides  doing  ordinary 
wrestling,  I  actually  grappled  with  four  wrestlers  at  a  time  in  the 
arena.  I  do  not  know  why,  bull  never  seemed  to  tire  during  all  these 
exercises.  Indeed,  the  more  I  exerted,  the  more  my  body  seemed  to 
grow  hot — so  hot  sometimes  that  my  wrestling  rivals  would  say. 
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above  his  beady  eyes  Stroking  the  swan,  he  asked  Ashvatthaman, 
“Tell  me,  Ashvatthaman,  how  are  the  princes  progressing  in  their 
military  training''” 

“Arjuna’s  expert  in  bowcraft,  Duryodhana  in  mace-wielding, 
Bhima  m  wrestling,  Nakula  in  sword-play.Duhshasanainfist-fightj 
Sahadeva  m  chakra-flinging,  and  Yudhishthira  in  war-strategy, 


Ashvatthaman  replied 

“Time  then  to  test  them  once  soon  ” 

“Yes,  sir,  that’s  what  father  was  thinking,”  Ashvatthaman  said 
By  this  hme  an  attendant  had  turped  up  with  milk  m  a  stone  bowl. 
He  placed  the  bowl  neat  the  lake  Uncle  Shakuni  transferred  the 
swan  to  Ashvatthaman,  stopped,  scooped  water  m  his  cupped 
„  hands  and  trickled  it  in  the  bowl 

“Mama-]i,  ate  you  economising  on  milk''”  Ashvatthaman  asked 

“No  This  IS  a  royal  swan  You  can  pour  as  much  water  as  you  like 

in  this  bowl  but  he  won’t  dnnk  the  water,  ’  Shakuni  raised  his 
eybtows  and  said  as  he  wiped  his  hands  on  his  shawl 
“How’s  that''” 

“See  for  yourself  ”  Shakuni  gently  took  the  swan  from 
Ashvatthaman  and  placed  him  neat  the  bowl  The  bird  stretched  his 
sinuous  neck  inside  the  bowl,  and  gutglmgly  sucked  the  milk  Some 
time  passed ,  he  pulled  up  his  neck,  and  jerked  it  once ,  four  drops  of 
milk  splattered  out  We  peered  curiously  inside  the  bowl  The 
scooped  up  water  was  vjsible  inside — just  plain,  Clearwater  Uncle 
Shakuni  pouted  it  back  into  the  lake,  and  raised  his  eyebrows 
I  was  astonished  by  what  I  saw  Imagmation’s  horses  started  pulhng 
my  mind-chanot  Isn’t  man  also  hke  that  swan''  What  he  needs,  he 
takes,  the  test  he  leaves  Hadn’t  I  done  the  same  thmg''  With  the 
exceptions  of  Fnnce,  Duryodhana  and  Ashvatthaman,  which  other 
person  had  I  come  close  to  in  that  huge  city''  Why  couldn’t  I  feel 
intimate  with  otheis''  What  answer  was  there  to  this''  How  could  the 
swan  ever  explain  the  way  it  separated  milk  from  water''  But  it  was 
surely  no  fault  of  mine  Pnnee  Duryodhana  affectionately  enquired 
about  me,  and  that  was  the  reason  I  was  drawn  towards  him  Human 
love  is  like  the  earth  First,  a  single  seed  is  sown  Then  innumerable 
ears  of  com  shoot  up  The  same  With  man  one  word  of  love,  and  he 
freely  responds  with  a  whole  flowing  Ganga  of  love  That  was  why  I 
loved  Duryodhana  Ashvatthamati  was  simple  and  guileless  I  saw  no 
difference  between  him  and  Shon  And  I  really  knew  no  one  else  It 
wasn’t  possible  to  know  others  either,  because  I  didn’t  have  the  tune 
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Bhima,  trapped  in  the  arrogance  of  his  strength,  lolled  about  in 
the  earth  of  the  wrestling  pit.  Outside  the  pit ,  he  did  nothing  but  eat. 
What  an  uncultured  voice  he  had!  He  had  fruity  globular  eyes,  and 
he  snored  like  a  thunderstorm.  As  for  Prince  Yudhishthira,  all  he 
could  do  was  carry  on  discussing  for  hours  with  Ashvatthaman 
about  war,  politics,  duty,  and  other  similar  profound  subjects.  And 
Nakula  and  Sahadeva — 1  didn’t  even  know  how  they  were  and  what 
they  did.  Prince  Duryodhana  and  Duhshasana  excepting,  all  the 
others  appeared  to  me  to  be  useless  parasitical  types,  like  the 
ubiquitous  amar-bela  weed.  What  was  the  point  in  knowing  them? 
Man  should  be  like  the  royal  swan.  What  you  like,  take;  leave  the 
rest.  This  was  my  view. 

Ashvatthaman  and  I  returned  from  the  palace.  On  the  way 
Ashvatthaman  remembered  something,  and  said  abruptly,  “Kama, 

I  said  nothing  about  you  to  Shakuni-moma.” 

“He  asked  you  how  the  princes  were  progressing,  not  about  all 
the  pupils  of  the  academy.” 

“But  I  could  have  said  a  lot  about  you  to  him.”  ' 

“Such  as?  You  mean,  about  these  flesh-ear-rings  and  about  my 
armour,  don’t  you?  The  whole  city  knows  about  that  by  now.” 

“No,  not  that.  I  could  have  told  him  that  Arjuna  excelled  in 
bowcraft,  Duryodhana  in  the  mace,  Bhima  in  wrestling,  Nakula  in 
the  sword,  Duhshasana  in  boxing,  Sahadeva  in  the  chakra, 
Yudhishthira  in  military  strategy — and  Kama  in  all  of  these!” 

Was  he  chanting  my  praises  or  telling  the  tmth — it  was  hard  to 
say,  love  does  blind  a  person,  and  I  was  his  friend.  His  very  close 
friend.  So  it  could  very  well  be  that  he  wasn't  seeing  the  truth.  So  I 
preferred  not  to  say  anything. 
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Six  years  flew  away  like  a  flock  of  birds,  where  no  one  knows. 
Nothing  more  was  left  to  learn  in  war-craft.  In  fact,  the  nocturnal 
practice  that  Shon  andihaddone  had  given  us  such  insights  into  the 
use  of  each  and  every  weapon  and  into  every  aspect  of  war-craft  as 
became  known  only  to  the  two  of  us.  Besides  doing  ordinary 
wrestling,  I  actually  grappled  with  four  wrestlers  at  a  time  in  the 
arena,  I  do  not  know  why,  but  I  never  seemed  to  tire  during  all  these 
exercises.  Indeed,  the  more  I  exerted,  the  more  my  body  seemed  to 
grow  hot— so  hot  sometimes  that  my  wrestling  rivals  would  say. 
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“Kama,  go  straight  to  the  Ganga  and  lake  a  few  dips  and  cool  your 
body— then  come  and  call  us  to  wrestle  with  you  What  s  this  you 
have— a  body  or  the  fierce  hot  wheels  of  a  chariot'’” 

They  were  so  terrified  of  my  thorn-grip  that  the  instant  I  readied 
myself  with  it  they  all  pretended  to  collapse  The  speciality  of  this 
feint  IS  that  you  immobilise  the  opponent’s  neck  in  a  pincer  grip 
The  entire  energy  of  the  body  is  concentrated  in  one’s  vice-hke  fist 
which,  by  gradually  increasing  the  pressure,  suffocates  and  kills  the 
adversary  Simultaneously,  the  adversary’s  hands  and  feet  are 
entwined  round  one’s  body  m  such  a  manner  that,  in  spite  of  having 
the  strength  to  unloose  the  gnp  on  his  neck,  he  is  unable  to  do 
anything  about  it  This  was  my  special  defensive  manoeuvre 
According  to  the  rules  of  wrestling,  this  cruel  device  was  permitted 
only  in  the  course  of  a  duel  And  “duel”  meant  very  simply  that  only 
one  would  survive  There  could  be  only  one  outeome  victory  or 
death  If  a  contender  out  of  fear  of  death  begged  mercy,  he  was 
spared  But  his  life  after  that  was  no  better  than  that  of  a  widow’s  In 
a  kingdom  of  waniors,  he  wasn’t  worth  a  straw  1  had  studiously 
picked  up  all  feints  that  might  prove  useful  in  duels  But  my  abiding 
faith  was  m  one  feint  only — the  thorn-grip 
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Many  days  and  nights,  many  dry  and  green  leaves  floated  away  on 
the  wind  of  time  Everyday  the  same  routine  rise  at  crack  of  dawn, 
take  a  holy  dip  in  the  Ganga,  pray  to  the  Sun-God  from  early 
morning  till  afternoon  till  my  back  was  sunned  thoroughly  warm, 
then  in  the  academy  imbibing  the  theory  of  spear,  sword,  pipe-gun, 
bhusbundi,  scimitar,  ppttisha  and  other  weapons,  in  the  evening 
going  with  Shon  for  target-practice  in  the  dim  light  of  stone-lamps, 
and  last  of  all  fade  away  to  sleep,  recalling  the  events  of  the  day 
along  with  nostalgic  thoughts  of  Champanagari  Six  years  passed  in 
this  manner  No  more  did  little  Vasu  play  m  the  courtyard  of  my 
mind  Hastmapura  had  usurped  Champanagari  Discipline  and 
valour  had  replaced  cunosity  and  uncertainty  The  tiny  feet 
pattering  in  the  sands  of  the  Ganga  near  Champanagari  now  fell 
with  heavy  thuds  on  the  soil  of  Hastmapura  The  python  called 
Time  had  swallowed  six  whole  years!  Six  years'  If  1  were  to  say  what 

happened  in  these  six  years — and  what  did  not  happen _ that  would 

make  another  full  story  Dunng  these  six  years  1  was  just  a  student 
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of  a  military  academy  But  nobody  treated  me  like  a  student  I  was 
under  the  general  guidance  of  Acharya  Drona  in  the  class  of 
Acharya  Kripa  In  that  class  were  also  the  other  ordinary  students 
of  Hastinapura,  I  being  the  most  ordinary  of  all  In  that  crush  of 
students,  neither  Drona  nor  Kripa  had  time  to  talk  to  me  To  tell  the 
truth,  It  never  struck  me  either  that  I  would  like  to  be  patted  on  the 
back  or  otherwise  enquired  about  Whenever  I  faced  any  special 
difficulty  regarding  the  use  of  a  weapon,  I  simply  closed  my  eyes 
briefly,  meditated  on  my  guru — the  Sun-God — and  m  a  twinkling 
all  became  clear,  and  I  withdrew  from  the  others,  as  if  a  yakshmi 
had  waved  a  magic  wand  over  me  There's  an  extraordinary  power 
in  the  devotion  known  as  shraddha  Without  shraddha  for  some 
person  or  other,  no  human  can  live  In  my  studenthood,  I  reposed 
shraddha  in  my  guru  I  hadn’t  the  least  idea  of  what  fear  was  But  I 
did  have  this  occasionally  angry  feeling — why  did  neither  of  my  two 
gurus  ever  talk  to  me'’  Was  Kama  only  a  stone  puppet  to  them’  I 
felt  like  a  thirsty  creature  in  the  middle  of  an  ocean,  unable  to  drink 
And  if  I  decided  to  speak  out  my  feelings,  who  else  but  Shon  did  I 
have  near  me  to  speak  to?  I  felt  suffocated  If  elders  pointed  out  the 
faults  of  juniors,  that  was  fine  But  what  if  they  ignored  them’ 
Then  the  mind  choked  and  like  a  pushing  sprout  tried  to  find  some 
other  way  out  What  did  I  get  in  these  six  years’  A  terrible, 
unendurable  indifference  A  scalding  sense  of  being  abandoned 
No  one  even  knew  there  was  a  boy  named  Kama  in  the  military 
academy  I  wasn't  the  flatterer  type  That  is  how  Shon  and  I  created 
a  beautiful  spontaneous  world  of  our  own  in  the  academy  itself 
Instead  of  developing  respect  for  Acharya  Drona  and  Acharya 
Knpa,  we  felt  uneasy  with  them  I  started  feeling  they  were  gums 
only  m  name  How  could  you  have  a  gum  who  didn’t  know  his 
disciple's  mind’  How  could  you  have  a  guru  who  didn’t  nourish  the 
bud  of  his  disciple's  mind  with  the  breath  of  affection’  I  thirsted  for 
guru-love  Which  is  why  I  permitted  the  hand  of  my  guru,  the  Sun- 
God,  to  caress  my  back  until  such  time  as  the  back  grew  warm — yes, 
and  till  then  I  continued  to  offer  arghya-bomage  to  the  Sun-God 
The  continual  caressing  had  heated  my  back  into  a  smooth 
hardness 

The  student  princes  of  the  academy  were  treated  very  differently 
The  darling  of  Drona  and  Knpa  was  Arjuna  That  was  the  reason 
Duryodhana  tried  to  draw  attention  to  himself — why  should  Arjuna 
be  the  sole  beneficiary?  It  always  ended  up  m  squabbling  Bhima 
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resented  his  brother  being  teased,  and  he  couldn’t  control  his  sharp 
temper.  Biting  his  lips  in  anger,  he  would  let  fly  at  anyone  within 
sight.  Fear  of  Drona  prevented  anyone  from  informing  the  Acharya 
about  the  quarrels. 

Once  it  so  happened  that  all  of  them  went  for  an  outing  in  the 
woods  outside  the  city.  While  Bhima  was  sleeping,  Duryodhana 
rme^rreTanTd  ‘  Duhshasana  trussed  his  hands  andTeet  with 
unsc™i,  w"  dumped  him  in  a  lake.  But  Bhima  escaped 
unscathed  It  was  rumoured  that  the  water  gods  freed  him 
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“Ganga-mata”  the  Kama  who  collected  in  his  shawl  shells  from 
the  shore  the  Kama  who  dreamt  of  soaring  in  the  sky  hke 
Garada  the  Kama  who  fulfilled  the  wishes  of  his  companions  by 
agreeing  to  act  as  king  and  sitting  on  the  stone  throne  the  Kama 
who  admired  the  shine  of  his  flesh-ear-nngs  reflected  in  the  waters 
of  the  Ganga' — how  self-deceiving  all  this  delight'  Such  blind 
shraddha'  Such  doubts,  such  ignorance' 

Everything  became  blurred,  shattered  by  Time’s  assault  Youth’s 
charioteer  now  gripped  the  reins  of  life’s  chariot  A  five-horsed 
chariot  effort,  desire  for  glory,  fearlessness,  pnde,  compassionate 
involvement 

Youth  means  dynamism  Can  light  ever  be  dark’’  Only  youthful 
dynamism  inspires  and  adds  to  people’s  dignified  aspirations 
Desire  for  glory  is  the  sole  stable  attnbute  of  youth  I’ll  be 
famous'  I’ll  take  what  is — and  bend  it  underfoot  'This  thought  alone 
IS  what  makes  a  young  man  rise  in  life 
Fearlessness  is  the  highest  note  in  the  rhythmic  scale  of  youth 
Fear  is  when  this  note  is  broken  and  out  of  tune  Can  sounds  from  a 
cracked  bamboo  flute  ever  please  anyone’’  The  world  longs  for  the 
high  note,  not  the  cracked 

Pnde  IS  the  very  soul  of  youth  A  man  without  pnnciples  is  no 
man,  and  a  youth  without  pnde  is  no  youth  A  young  man  always 
pndes  himself  on  his  pnnciples,  and  will  become  a  martyr  for  them 
if  the  need  anses 

Compassionate  involvement  is  youth’s  ornament  A  constant 
readiness  to  use  strength  to  protect  the  weak  A  pnceless  dedication 
to  ftve  oneself— and  to  let  others  hve  also 
Such  IS  youth  Where  you  have  this,  you’ll  see  youth  chafing 
under  insult,  you’ll  see  a  person  roused  to  anger  in  order  to  redress 
injustice,  you’ll  see  a  person  uprooting  all  forms  of  exploitation 
you’ll  see  the  true  face  of  victory  Where  this  is,  is  light  If  light  is 
absent,  darkness  is  present  The  darkness  tliat  embraces  insult,  the 
darkness  that  confuses  the  poison  of  defeat  with  the  nectar  of 
victory,  the  darkness  that  glorifies  injustice,  the  darkness  that  fears 
attack 

29 


The  affection  I  had  for  Ashvatthaman  had  by  now  turned  into  an 
intense  abiding  love  In  the  whole  of  Hastinapura  I  had  found  a 
fnend  at  last,  dear  as  life  itself 
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Once  we  were  sitting  on  the  bank  of  the  Ganga,  chatting.  Very 
casually  he  asked,  “Kama,  the  reason  1  like  you  is  not  just  that  you 
are  so  good-natured,  but  that  you  are  so  good-looking.” 

“Am  I  really  all  that  handsome?” 

“Yes.  It’s  something  I’m  sure  you  don’t  even  dream  of,  but  every 
day  when  you  return  from  your  bath  in  the  Ganga  when  the  Sun  is  at 
its  peak,  that’s  the  time  when  the  ladies  of  the  city  leave  all  their 
social  norms  on  the  shelf  and  find  one  reason  or  another  to  open 
their  windows  to  have  a  glimpse  of  you.” 

“Do  you  know  what  you  ate  saying,  Ashvatthaman?  If  what  you 
say  is  true.  I’ll  have  to  find  another  path  to  the  Ganga  from 
tomorrow.” 

It  s  true,  Kama.  Strong,  bull-like  shoulders,  cheeks  like  pink 
gurhal  flowers ,  the  bluish  shadows  of  your  flesh-ear-rings  falling  on 
your  cheeks,  nose  straight  and  pointed  like  a  dagger,  eyebrows 
curved  and  beautiful  like  a  bow-frame,  eyes  dark-blue  like  a  kaleri 
blossom,  fore-head  broad  as  a  thali,  long  golden  curly  hair,  shaming 
even  a  maharaja’s  gold  crown  as  it  falls  on  your  neck  and  shoulders, 
sinews  as  tough  as  the  sides  of  a  chariot— with  such  divine  qualities 
why  shouldn’t  anyone  find  you  attractive?” 

“Ashvatthaman,  I  know  for  certain  that  if  I  tell  you  the  tmth,  you 
won’t  get  angry.” 

“Tell  me,  Kama.” 


In  '•*  '•'‘In’t  find  any  of  these  qualities  attractive? 

KarnaTwhemllw’’""'™'^ 

Nislmdr/ldnrH'*  "ght.  Kama.  But  you  are ’not  alone  in  this.  The 
mcm-iand  Bets  the  same  treat- 

Nishidha  hills  in  1  ®  '’''“I'  hundreds  of  yojanas  from  the 

h  nkin?of  Z  fnih  Think  what  Ekalavya  must  be 

a  Sc  bcLes  in  h"  ^  don’t  know  why 

greatly  Ho\r*woiild''l  ^^d  it  appealed  to  me 

mvstcrious  ™  ^minded  me  of  Ekalavya,  and  a 

was  horn  in  my  mild'  '“"’'‘"'7  suffering  Ekalavya 
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One  day  Ashvatthaman  and  I  were  standing  near  the  sword¬ 
fencing  arena.  The  arena  had  a  boundary  on  all  four  sides  consisting 
of  massive  crowbars.  Someone  had  twisted  one  of  the  crowbars  till 
its  tip  touched  the  ground.  As  a  result  of  just  one  of  the  crowbars 
getting  bent,  the  entire  pattern  looked  awry.  I  put  my  hand  to  it  in 
an  attempt  to  straighten  it.  Ashvatthaman  said  quickly,  “Let  it  be, 
Kama.  They’ve  all  tried.  In  a  fit  of  anger,  Bhima  once  bent  it  the 
way  it  is  now.  No  one's  been  able  to  twist  it  back  into  shape  again. 
Only  Bhima  can  do  that.” 

“I  see.  You  want  me  to  straighten  it?”  I  asked,  looking  into  his 
eyes. 

"Even  you  can’t  do  it.” 

"AchchaT'  I  removed  my  footwear  and  placed  them  on  one  side. 
Tying  my  shawl  round  my  waist,  I  said,  "ril  straighten  this  bar  with 
my  left  hand  and  bring  it  back  to  exactly  where  it  was  earlier.  Watch 
mel” 

I  approached  the  crowbar,  looked  up  at  the  sky,  where  my  Guru- 
deva  shone  brightly.  Concentrating  all  my  energy  in  my  left  arm,  I 
closed  my  eyes,  and  jerked  the  bar  with  all  the  strength  I  could 
summon.  The  first  jerk  brought  it  up  to  my  waist  level.  Fitting  the 
raised  part  to  my  shoulder,  and  gripping  it  in  my  left  hand,  I  slowly 
twisted  it  perfectly  upright  to  the  earlier  symmetry.  Ashvatthaman 
gaped.  He  placed  his  hand  on  my  back  to  pat  me.  But  then  he 
instinctively  removed  it. 

“What’s  wrong,  Ashvatthaman?”  J  asked,  siwprisedL 

"Arre,  your  body  is  flaming  hot!”  he  replied,  giving  me  a  piercing 
look. 

It’s  very  likely  Bhima  got  to  see  the  straightened  crowbar  some 
time  or  other.  Every  day  he  would  twist  one  crowbar  out  of  shape. 
And  I  made  it  a  point  each  night  to  straighten  it  with  my  left  hand. 
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At  the  end  of  each  year  a  massive  yajna  was  performed  at  the 
military  academy.  Guru  Drona  had  established  a  peculiar  practice. 
Every  student  of  the  academy  had  to  bring  a  live  animal  from  the 
forest  as  a  sacrificial  offering  at  the  yajna.  When  questioned  about 
the  practice,  he  had  replied  that  it  was  conducive  to  self-reliance 
and  courage. 
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At  one  of  the  annual  vajnas  an  unforgettable  incident  took  place. 
We  had  all  started  for  the  forest  m  order  to  bring  back  a  live  beast. 
At  the  commencement  of  the  forest  we  fanned  out  in  various 


directions  1  chose  the  east  As  I  was  walking,  it  occurred  to  me  1 
had  already  earlier  offered  a  deer,  an  antelope,  a  wild  boar,  and 
other  creatures  This  year  I  wanted  to  offer  a  more  ferocious  beast 
Which  could  that  bet  Elephantt  Chbee’  An  ugly,  grossly  heavy 
wood  smashing  creature  like  thatt  Horset  No,  sir,  a  horse  can  be 
caught,  but  It  will  take  at  least  two  or  more  days  to  do  so  By  that 
time  the  ya/na  would  be  over  Which  then’  Spotted  deer, 
wolft  Chhee'  Which  is  the  most  formidable  creature  of  alP  The 


tiger  That  s  it,  it  will  be  a  tiger  this  year’  I’d  have  to -go  into  deep 
forest  though  That  was  no  trouble  Go  1  would  I  made  up  my  mind 
even  as  I  crossed  the  edge  of  the  forest 
With  long  strides  and  keen  glances  on  all  four  sides,  I  moved 
ahead  I  roamed  all  day  in  the  dense  forest,  spotted  many  animals 
but  never  a  tiger  My  wanderings  had  brought  on  an  intense  thirst 
n/si?  w  '"1."®  returning  to  their 

i  t  '"y  J  ‘he  nver  called 

Tout  dim, f h°™ege  to  the  Sun-God,  thinking 

Yo^rdisapUs  efforts  have  been  all  mvam  today 

was'tbouTm  “P  *eter  in  my  palms  I 

behind  I  lost  ^  h“'h>ng  beast  pounced  at  me  from 

leapt  in  a  tei  me  T  "Phe  beast 

blaltr:;™  -the  animal  A 

nver-thm  m'^clmhes^’TOm  drLTed"“L"r'''d^^^^  ^  T 
me  I  grabbed  the  naw  in  m.H  He  raised  his  paw  to  strike 

water  But  the  chLtah  seemed  to  dragged  him  out  of  the 

land  He  jerked  his  paw  wT.  "edated  on 

rcsislancei  provid  "d  agTravmed  tos  Zf 

angry  eyes  Growling  fiercelv  h.v  F're  flashed  from  h|S 

time;  he  leapt  fwe  or  siitnl  ‘’^‘'“‘='‘’"8 ^t 
tongue  greedily  as  if  to  lap  my  blood  Momh’aiafh  ® 

imes,  but  there  wasn’t  the  faintest 
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trace  of  nail-marks  or  sharp  teeth  on  my  body.  My  skin  was 
impenetrable.  He  was  only  one — even  ten  cheetahs  could  not  have 
devoured  me,  not  even  in  my  sleep.  A  lightning-current  whizzed 
through  my  body.  Instantaneously,  my  flesh  seemed  to  blaze  up  like 
a  whirring  chariot-wheel.  My  body  is  impenetrable! — the  very 
thought  of  this  made  my  body  glow  like  a  spark.  Suddenly  I  lashed 
out  and  punched  the  cruel  creature  on  his  face.  He  backed  away  in 
agony.  This  was  my  cue  to  launch  a  full-scale  attack,  one  blow  after 
another.  With  a  tightly  closed  fist  I  pummelled  his  back,  belly, 
neck — ^wherever  I  could.  Getting  even  more  violent,  he  struck 
back.  An  hour  passed  in  this  duelling.  In  the  end  it  was  he  who  tired. 
Not  one  drop  of  my  blood  had  wet  his  tongue.  The  horribly- 
growling  cheetah  now  started  whining.  Fear  made  him  tuck  his  tail 
between  his  legs.  I  mounted  his  chest.  The  grass,  fifteen  to  twenty 
arm’s-Iengths  all  around  us,  was  flattened  and  badly  crushed.  From 
a  nearby  bush  I  felt  a  wild  creeper  on  my  legs.  I  pulled  it  towardsme. 
A  swift  hard  tug,  and  fifteen  arm’s-lengths  of  creeper,  uprooted, 
came  in  my  grip.  I  trussed  the  front  and  hind  legs  of  the  cheetah  with 
the  creeper,  making  a  black-and-white  bundle  of  flesh-and-bone. 

Darkness  was  falling.  Lugging  that  huge  beast  on  my  shoulder,  I 
made  my  way  back  to  town  in  the  soft  light  of  the  moon.  It  was 
midnight  by  the  time  I  reached.  A  biting  cold  wind  numbed  my 
body.  I  had  forgotten  to  retrieve  my  shawl  from  the  Bahuda.  My 
wet  garments  were  filthy  with  dust.  The  town  was  deep  in  sleep. 
Only  the  cheetah’s  growls,  like  thunder  clouds  reverberating,  could 
be  heard.  I  reached  the  military  academy.  The  animals  that  had 
been  captured  by  the  other  students  after  searching  in  forest  after 
forest  had  been  incarcerated  in  a  single  wooden  enclosure.  I  flung  in 
their  midst  the  cheetah  on  my  shoulder  whose  whiskers  had  been 
tickling  my  neck  all  this  while.  The  animals  all  screamed  in  terror.  I 
hurried  to  my  room,  changed,  and  went  off  to  sleep. 

At  dawn  the  yajna  ceremony  began  in  accordance  with  approved 
custom.  Finally  came  the  time  for  the  sacrifice  to  be  offered  at  the 
altar.  A  student  entred  the  enclosure,  and  dashed  back  in  conster¬ 
nation  to  the  yajna  platform.  He  said  to  Guru  Drona,  “Gurudeva, 
someone’s  brought  a  cheetah  for  the  sacrifice!” 

'‘Cheetah!  Let’s  go  and  have  a  look,”  His  white  eyebrows  rose  in 
surprise.  We  followed  Guru  Drona  to  the  covered  enclosure.  I  was 
hoping  that  Guru  Drona,  after  seeing  the  cheetah,  would  make 
enquiries  and  pat  me  on  the  back.  But  he  merely  creased  his 
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forehead  and  said,  ‘Why  has  this  cheetah  been  brought  here?/lrre, 
a  yajna  is  performed  for  peace  of  mind  It  is  forbidden  to  sacrifice  a 
cheetah  at  a  yajna  Set  him  free  ” 

But  none  dared  step  forward  to  free  the  cheetah  Finally  Bhima 
volunteered  He  unknotted  the  creepers  1  had  tied  The  cheetah 
was  in  a  state  of  fear  He  took  a  mighty  leap  over  the  boundary  and 
vanished  in  a  trice 

My  hopes  were  dashed  to  smithereens  1  felt  the  pain,  of  course, 
but  the  truth  is  that  I  was  disgusted  with  the  glimpse  of  life  that  Guru 
Drona’s  despicable  behaviour  gave  me  Why  shouldn't  cruel  and 
predatory  animals  be  sacrificed  in  a  yajna'^  Instead  of  harmless 
goats  animals  like  cheetahs  deserved  to  be  the  sacrificial  victims 
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Many  days  passed  From  the  time  1  came  to  Hastinapura,  I  had 
gone  back  only  once  to  Champanagari,  and  that  was  during  the  time 
^  y®ars  had  elapsed 

even  onte  H  fa  ''■S''  Champanagari 

wasn  t  if  years— for  I  had  come  as  a  student,  to  study, 

Euru'm*Mrii?'°'*rf'*'^a  *’‘*PPeued  to  be  so  excellent  a 

Deva  StandinV'n  fa  himself  Surya 

made  un  1  P'a'formof  Hastinapura's  arena,  I  had 

beloved  punil  For  He  m  turn  treated  me  as  a 

moft  fsoS  mvl  ,  "’‘™'>ueed  me  to  the  secrets  of  the 

but  whatever  he^aught  1  kamairTfl 

teach  me  The  mn«  fi.rr.f,  V,  /  ‘  ,  ^*’®fe  was  nothing  he  did  not 

of  hand  to  hand  duels  the  ®‘‘''“’^'’'[f'’“)''*'’®“™P'mated  holds 
able  natures  o"  horses  e  e^hf.'" a'*'  “"6°^“"- 

always  whispered  into  mvlff  ?  His  advice  was 

of  silence  ^  '''*®'^’™mmunication,thelanguage 

rays  he  would  tell^e  "'lKariia*'le*^'*  f '  countless  buds  with  his  soft 
wuh  an  open  hear  ^ mev  "he  Sof'’'" 
all  who  come  m  touch 

gave  to  his  pupil  so  hberally  such  lue  d  adficf  ®""‘  n 

now  time  to  go  at  least  once  to  simple  ways?  It 

to  Champanagari  and  wash  my 
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guru’s  feet  with  the  pure  water  of  the  Ganga.  I  did  not  call  her 
Ganga-mata  any  more,  but  simply  Ganga,  because  my  childhood 
devotion  had  been  hardened  by  the  stony  ways  of  routine  social¬ 
ising.  There  is  always  only  one  mother — she  who  gives  birth  and 
rears  the  baby.  A  river  is  a  river,  after  all.  How  can  a  river  be  a 
mother?  My  mother  was  Radha-mata.  And  I  had  not  met  her  for  a 
long  time.  What  would  she  think  when  she  saw  me?  I  had  no  doubt 
whatever  that  her  first  words  to  me  would  be,  “You  look  so  pulled 
down,  re  Vasu.  I  hope  you  didn’t  bathe  in  the  Ganga’s  waters,  did 
you?”  It  doesn’t  matter  how  old  a  boy  grows;  in  his  mother’s  eyes, 
he  is  always  a  child.  A  mother  is  the  only  person  in  the  world  who 
does  not  see  love  in  terms  of  etiquette  and  measurable  behaviour. 
She  only  knows  how  to  love  her  son  as  he  should  be  loved. 

I  called  Shon  and  said,  “Shon,  get  ready  to  leave.  We're  going  to 
Champanagari  tomorrow,”  His  face  lit  up  with  joy.  We  had  become 
as  tall  and  strong  as  sal-trees — and  we  were  returning  home  to 
Champanagari  for  the  first  time!  Our  place  of  birth! 
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Next  day  we  left  Hastinapura.  Itwasalongjourney.sowerode 
two  excellent  white  horses.  By  this  time  we  had  become  good 
horsemen.  Among  animals,  I  always  preferred  the  horse.  The  horse 
never  sits;  it  bends  a  hoof  and  sleeps  standing.  I  had  studied  the 
equestrian  nature  carefully,  I  knew  perfectly  how  to  tame  even  the 
most  recalcitrant  horse.  Besides,  horses  were  our  family  occupation 
for  generations.  Uncle  Sanjaya  had  said,  “Every  man  should  excel 
in  his  profession” — and  how  could  I  ignore  his  advice? 

We  crossed  the  city  limits  of  Hastinapura.  It  was  spring:  multi¬ 
coloured  flowers  graced  the  countryside,  bava-trees  were  clustered 
witVftiny  yellow  blossoms,  catechu  trees  glowing  with  light  red 
flowers,  atijani-Xvets  with  blue.  The  flame-of-lhe-forest  seemed  to 
be  blazing  with  anger  seeing  the  bounty  bestowed  by  Goddess 
Nature  on  all  these  trees;  his  entire  body  flamed  with  blood-red 
blossoms.  It  shone  in  exceptional  solitary  glory. 

A  mixed  sweet  fragrance  floated  from  the  flowers  into  the 
atmosphere.  The  eagle,  the  sheldrake,  the  bharadvaja,  the  koel,  the 
pigeon — these  and  other  birds  congregated  during  this  season. 
Each  sang  its  melody  In  the  exquisite  fifth  note.  Spring!  Spring 
means — the  colourful  apotheosis  of  Mother  Nature.  Spring 
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Mother  Nature  caught  in  the  tLTn^^  “rthly  vesturVof 
dropped  from  the  p.tter  pattenne  feel  “  ‘*'=  anWet 

Whap'^h  soft  fingers  of  'If®®''"®  Monsoon 

Spnng  ^  "O  way  Spring  can  rd^L^Tedtprin^s 

away  '-"ampanagan  was  only  tweno^  Yamuna, 

Eager  to  see  the  conn.  ‘'"^"‘y^ve  yoynmrr 

streaming  m  from®  a  *  *^ampilya,  and  the  Sn  lowing  from 

dtstinctsfpamfoftr'''’^"  '"•^ee  clear  strLr'''"" 

shade  of  tL  Yaf^,  '  P“™-«''"te  waters  of  Ihe  r  >" 

“‘fferent  personres’  ^"'‘^•sh  tmfo  the  Sa"®^’ 

-nThf,:Lr^^ 

of  separation  and  ranker""'  '"'"S'' WhaU,"  ®'' 
hand  m-hand  with  man  destruction’  Whf  """  out 

all  varied  streams  m  ‘‘*P'"‘°f'nutua^unri^^^  "°‘  ""an  walk 
•htnlong,  becaS  ri"  Butfefof  """'"S-nniting 

heings  Man  is  oerh  "'’'Oi,  and  hum^  wishful 

"takes  him  dig  L  ^  P*  "t®  only  animal  ,nTu"  '’"‘"S®  are  human 
E^at  the  comm":,"  d°om  '^°dd  whose  fon; 

“"M  and  offer™r.h®  "'aters  of  ,he  ,h„ 
grant  me  the  patienUort^®"’'"®  *he  Sun  ^  scooped  an 

'-■^domtoundeSJ^^^^  “^eva, 

"Were  also  returning  to 
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Naturally  Draupadi  must  be  chuckling  inwardly  at  my  defeat 
Dejected,  I  descended  the  steps  The  bow  of  Shiva  felt  more  and 
more  like  a  dead  weight  each  second  I  had  held  it  in  my  hands 
longer  than  anyone  else  I  looked  around  to  get  an  idea  of  the 
spectators’  reactions  Sri  Krishna,  raja  of  the  Yadavas,  was  look¬ 
ing  at  me  silently  and  smiling  inscrutably  The  others  had  lowered 
their  heads  Like  a  fool,  Kama  kept  on  staring  at  the  feet  of  black¬ 
skinned  Sri  Krishna  I  looked  angnly  at  smiling  Sn  Knshna,  as  if  to 
say,  ^Arre,  what  are  you  grinning  for*^  If  you  have  the  courage, 
why  don  t  you  get  up  and  lift  the  bow  and  win  the  contest‘d”  I 
threw  the  bow  in  front  of  him,  but  because  of  my  weakened  arms 
the  bow  did  not  travel  far,  instead  it  slid  along  the  smooth  stone 
floor  and  swerved  back  and  strack  my  right  foot  A  sharp  jolting 
pain  stabbed  me  up  to  my  head  My  mind,  hurt  by  the  defeat,  and 
my  body,  exhausted  by  the  heavy  bow,  screamed  I  looked  to 
Jarasandha,  seated  in  front,  for  help  He  lowered  his  head  to 
signify  refusal  Even  in  my  predicament,  I  felt  sorry  for  him  The 
p  in  e  on  being  struck  by  the  bow  was  less  than  the  pain  I  felt 
“  disconsolate  1  thought.  Let  my  foot  gel 
n  «iyone's  help,  and  I  closed  my  eyes  The 

®  «arher  had  come  to  Jarasandha’s 
all  hat  h'  ®  ''f bow  of  Shiva  They  must 
Mv  minH  b*"  "'’"o  came  forward  to  help  me 

My  mind  writhed  like  a  wounded  snake  stung  from  all  sides  by  red 

scran's  oTwnrH*  whispering  in  the  pavilion  intensified  One  by  one, 
Se  tar/i  “Ktttna  flesh-ear-nngs  p.erc, 

Raisine  mv  ti  a  etchers  the  true  science  of  archery 

Standme  straight  ’  i!  ®  Kama’s  seat  He  had  nsen  and  was 

was  stand  "'"e  darning  red,  but  even  when  he 

like  shou,  "!  Sn  Knshna’s  nght  toe  I  fel' 

like  Garuda^  '*  *bat  your  eyes  that  soar  the  skies 

could  dTair  by  black  Knshna’s  toO”  Before  I 

the  most  <-h*  knshna  quietly  raised  his  nght  toe  Smilmg 

quicklv  strodpT""®  a  ^  sftdos,  Kama  turned  from  his  seat  and 
as  if  a  hupp  t  "to  Hts  tall  impressive  frame  made  it  seem 

his  fleshiar  was  walking  towards  me  Each  step  he  took  made 
the  snectatorsT  “"bdont,  staking  gait  so  enchanted 

broke^n  o  ^  be  laid  hands  on  the  bow  they 

broke  into  voaferous  applause  I  completely  forgot  that  my  foot 
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was  pinned  under  the  bow  The  excellent  jewel  I  had  discovered  in 
the  Hastinapura  arena  was  coming  towards  me,  radiating  efful¬ 
gence  as  he  approached 

Chhee^  How  selfish  I  was’  I  was  going  to  use  Kama  to  make 
Draupadi  my  wife  What  a  feelingless  thing  to  do  A  fragrant  lady 
like  Draupadi  would  be  a  perfect  match  only  for  a  golden  flower 
like  Kama  Kama  and  Draupadi  together  would  put  even  Shiva 
and  Parvati  to  shame’  I  changed  my  mind  Very  soon  Kama  would 
pierce  the  fish-target  Draupadi  would  then  be  announced  as  the 
Maharani  of  Anga,  and  Champanagari  proclaimed  the  capital  of 
Anga  Not  just  that — Kama  would  be  declared  the  commander  of 
the  Kaurava  armed  forces  and  given  due  honour  as  such  And  as 
soon  as  he  returned  to  Hastinapura,  the  Maharaja  would  have  to 
be  persuaded  to  instal  Kama  as  army  commander  The  wedded 
couple  would  then  ride  a  ceremonial  royal  elephant  in  procession 
through  the  streets  of  Hastinapura  All  this  I  decided  then  and 
there 

He  was  near  me  in  no  time  He  tucked  the  end  of  his  shawl  at  his 
waist  He  looked  at  me  only  once,  and  his  large,  radiant,  blue  eyes 
seemed  to  say,  “Upset,  king‘d  Why  did  you  have  to  look  to 
Jarasandha  to  free  you  when  Kama  was  standing  by'^” 

With  no  effort  at  all  he  lifted  the  bow  of  Shiva  with  one  hand, 
and  before  anyone  could  make  out  what  was  happening  he  had 
flung  the  bow  up  in  the  air  and  unerringly  caught  it  in  his  other 
hand  as  it  fell,  like  a  small  boy  playing  with  a  to,V  My  mind  and  my 
foot  were  free  The  pavilion  broke  into  loud  clapping  It  appeared 
to  me  as  if  the  waves  of  the  Ganga,  which  accepted  the  arghya- 
offerings  of  Kama,  were  applauding 

Kama  ran  like  lightning  to  the  edge  of  the  pool  and  swiftly 
whisked  an  arrow  out  of  the  quiver  lying  there  This  was  the 
identical  sharp  arrow  with  which  he  practised  his  perfect  target¬ 
training  He  strung  the  bow,  pulled  it  taut,  and  peered  into  the 
pool  His  eyes  rolled  in  harmony  with  the  swiftly-circling  reflection 
of  the  whirring  fish-target  in  the  pool,  searching  for  the  fish-eye 
His  heroic  appearance  enchanted  all  the  spectators  Rippling 
wrinkles  appeared  on  his  bent  neck  His  flawless  posture,  as  he 
pulled  the  bowstring,  resembled  that  of  a  lion  about  to  leap  on  a 
deer  The  eyes  of  the  audience  were  all  on  the  tip  of  his  sharp 
arrow  Draupadi’s  eyes  travelled  from  the  point  of  the  arrow  to  the 
feet  of  Kama  All  held  their  breaths—  from  expectation,  curiosity. 
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and  unadulterated  respect  for  Kama  It  was  the  divine  moment! 
The  future  of  the  Panchalas  and  the  Kauravas  rested  on  what 
would  happen  now  to  the  fish-target  Draupadi  would  now  be¬ 
come  Kama’s  wife  and  make  his  life  radiant.  Chhee^  It  was 
Draupadi’s  life  that  was  going  to  become  radiant  after  marriage 
with  Kama  It  was  the  one  moment  crucial  to  the  futures  of 
all — mine,  the  Kauravas’,  Aryavarta’s,  and  Sun-disciple  Kama’s 
The  whirring  fish-target,  the  eyes  of  the  fish  reflected  in  the 
pool,  and  the  sharp  point  of  the  arrow — Kama  aimed  at  their 
union  and  pulled  the  bowstring  right  up  to  his  flesh-ear-rings 
Expectation  touched  breaking  point  He  was  about  to  release  the 
arrow  when  a  resonant  voice  from  the  stone  platform  pierced  the 
hushed  silence  and  struck  the  ears  of  all  the  spectators 
“Wait'” 


At  first  no  one  could  make  out  who  it  was  All  craned  their 
necks  towards  the  stone  platform  The  white-flower  marriage- 
garland  trembled  One  could  almost  hear  hearts  palpitating  It  was 
Draupadi’s  voice  She  had  raised  the  lotus  marriage-garland  high, 
and  her  delicate  nostrils  were  flaring 
“Wait'”  she  shouted  “You  must  not  shoot’” 


Astonished  whispers  sped  through  the  pavilion 
Why'^  Kama  rose,  turned  his  neck,  and  asked  in  surprise 
You  are  not  a  Kshatriya,  1  cannot  agree  to  become  the  wife  or 
the  daughter-in-law  of  a  charioteer  1  am  a  Kshatnya’s  daughter, 
not  the  daughter  of  a  low-born  charioteer  ' 


The  hand  that  had  pulled  the  bowstring  taut  started  trembling 
incontrollably  The  bowstring  began  quivering  The  arrow  that 
was  pointing  at  the  fish-target  slipped  out  aimlessly  Speeding 
towards  the  seat  of  Sri  Krishna,  it  flipped  downwards  and  pierced 
his  right  toe  Akrura,  Balarama  and  Uddhava  ran  towards  Sri 
Krishna,  who  did  not  say  a  word  but  motioned  them  to  return  to 
their  seats  Without  moving  his  leg  at  all,  Sri  Krishna  stooped  and 
casually  pulled  the  arrow  out  of  his  toe,  wiping  the  blood  with  his 
yellow  robe  With  absolutely  no  trace  of  feeling  at  all 
Seeing  that  blood  pleased  me  no  end 


“Low-caste'  Son  of  a  charioteer'”  Kama  turned  his  face  away 
from  the  hatred  that  bubbled  in  his  broken  heart  and  let  out  a 


fierce  horse-laugh  Not  an  ordinary  cachination  Not  the  kind  of 
abusive  laughter  that  comes  naturally  to  women  It  was  a  laugh 
much  more  hurtful  than  that  His  flesh-ear-nngs,  paling  at  one 
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moment  and  bccominp  blood-red  the  next 

tion  of  bis  wounded  dignity.  He  stood  tntdee  a  UeMlyS- 

Statue  bcskle  t!ic  stone  pool,  unbhnkinglj  s  ^  «rrow-vcnts  in 

earth-burning  sun  whose  rays  entered  '  jj  ,  'ti,c 

the  pavilion's  eeiling.  The  next  moment  '><=  " 

shaking  bow  of  Shiva  on  the  carpeted  floor.  . 

forest  fire,  he  swept  across  the  hall  to  his  sea  charred 

down.  Wherever  his  footsteps  fell  on  the 

and  turned  black.  Like  the  ocean  tiirnmg  P'  ,o 

night,  cyclonic  feelings  turned  Kama  s  'e‘"  |,„jy 

extent  even  1  couldn’t  fully  make  out.  Situ  g  All 

could  feel  the  healed  sighs  that  hissed  from  h.s  flaring  nostrils.  A 

the  spectators  were  silent.  .hnrkcd  cvcrvonc.  No 

This  unbelievable  incident  stunnci  ■  liowcd 

one  had  expected  Dr.uipadi,  in  l  aeeep.et^^^^^^  of 

head  and  s?eak  P^xon 

A  deathly  silence  fell  on  •'>“  Pf„  ° 
head  once  more.  A  little  more  than  .  (i,c  <!un  was  slowly 
i\'flyrt/MVflrn  began.  It  was  P®**  ^  cmild  be  Iicard  in  the 

setting.  Only  tlic  whirring  of  the  fish  g  fcnrfiil  music  would 
pavilion.  It  would  carry  Tin  would  tell-or 

follow  from  its  whirring,  only  all-consuming 

the  fish-target  itself.  f,i„,„i  Kama  raia  of  Anga,  who 

1  looked  sympathetically  at  my  f"®  failed  life's 

had  promised  life-long  'nj,  body,  smarting  under 

test,  Ilis  clothes  were  soggy  Le  a  ynymi-fire.  but  he 

the  sharp  and  intolerable  '  .)  |  wanted  to  gel  up  and 

did  not  say  a  word.  What  was  the  '|^;,,P,„w.born.  Kama  is  not 
shout  before  everyone,  iliis  He  is  the  duly  crowned 

despicable.  Don't  L  Ills  body  has 

raia'ot  Anga.  He  is  free.  UN  ears  -vedar^ 

impenetrable  armour.  Me  IS  the  bearded  and  top-knotted 

and  announee  this  when  I  none  forward  through 

nrahmin  from  tlie  commoners'  seats  push  his  way 
the  spectators.  nniicahle  on  Uaja  Driipada’s 

Obvious  signs  of  ‘■''T’®"''”'  ,,  ii.nt  no  candidate  was  stepping 
countenance  when  he  realised  t  li,  Ills  disgust 

forward  to  shoot  at  Hie  fish-targel-and  he  gave 
in  bitter  words. 
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“Am  I  to  believe  that  there  isn’t  a  single  raja  in  all  Aryavarta 
worthy  of  my  daughter’s  hand'>  A  trivial  wooden  fish  has  today 
taken  over  all  Aryavarta — shall  1  assume  this  as  true  and  in  des¬ 
peration  throw  my  fragrant  daughter  back  to  the  god  of  the  yajnO’ 
fire  who  gave  her  to  me'^  Has  the  glory  of  the  Kshatriyas  of  this 
land  vanished  for  ever'^” 

“No’”  The  denial  came  proudly  from  the  lips  of  the  bearded  and 
top-knotted  Brahmin  in  the  centre  of  the  audience  His  body, 
dressed  in  saffron,  was  smeared  with  ash.  so  it  was  impossible  to 
tell  the  colour  of  his  skin,  but  his  arrow-straight  gait  looked  vague¬ 
ly  familiar  to  me  That  gait  that  gait  was  so  much  like  Arjuna’s 
Could  It  be  Arjuna  himselP  My  doubt-filled  mind  trembled  No,  it 
was  impossible  Arjuna  had  perished  long  ago  His  blood-drink- 
ing  spirit  could  not  be  haunting  this  pavilion  Even  if  it  did,  it 
would  never  dare  to  touch  the  sacred  bow  of  Shiva  I  knew  only 
too  well  that  blood-drmkmg  ptshachas  were  afraid  of  Shiva 
That  Brahmin  youth  lifted  the  bow  of  Shiva  with  one  hand,  as 
Kama  had  done  The  insult  that  had  followed  this  action  of 
Kama’s  a  brief  while  ago  seemed  to  have  been  completely  forgot¬ 
ten  by  all  present  A  bout  of  clapping  honoured  the  new  conten¬ 
der  The  Brahmin  youth  turned  his  face  to  look  at  Sn  Krishna  I 
felt  like  cursing  the  lot  of  them  First  he  had  motioned  them  to  sil, 
and  the  rajas  had  obeyed  Kama  had  kept  silently  staring  at  his 
feet  for  a  long  time,  and  now  this  Brahmin  youth  also  had  turned 
to  look  at  him  Why"^  What  great  ideas  did  they  have  about 
Krishna*^  Was  he  the  king  of  gods  Indra  or  the  world-creator 
Brahma*^  Irritated,  I  swerved  my  seat  m  the  opposite  direction  I 
did  not  want  any  of  them— Sn  Krishna,  the  Brahmin  youth,  and 
the  hordes  of  foolish  spectators — I  did  not  want  to  see  any  of  them 
in  front  of  my  eyes  As  I  turned  my  seat,  I  noticed  Shishupala 
facing  me  He  looked  at  me,  surpnsed,  and  m  the  meantime  I 
heard  a  commotion  “Look’  The  young  Brahmin  has  pierced  the 
fish-target'  The  contraption  that  created  so  many  tricky  complica¬ 
tions  is  at  last  stilled  Glory  to  that  Brahmin  youth'  Who  is  he*^ 
From  where‘>” 

I  quickly  turned  to  look  He  was  standing  near  the  edge  of  the 
pool,  in  saffron  robe,  his  chest  puffed  with  pnde  He  had  pierced 
straight  into  the  fish-eye  Who  could  it  be*^  And  why  had  he  not 
said  a  word‘d  I  flailed  my  mind-horse  with  questions 
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Descending  from  the  stone  platform,  the  lady-of-the-sky 
Draupadi,  with  lowered  head  and  bashful  gait,  approached  the 
Brahmin  youth,  bnefly  glanced  at  him,  and  quickly  placed  t  e 
white  lotus  marnage-garland  round  his  neck  Exactly  at  t  a  mo 
ment  the  sun  set  The  gloomy  shades  of  evening  spread  m  a  1 
directions  The  svayamvara  was'over,  the  spectators  ‘ 

pants  were  preparing  to  leave,  but  from  behind  Shishupala 
raised  his  hands  and  shouted,  “We  do  not  recognise  this  svayum- 
vara  It  is  a  gross  insult  to  all  of  us  that,  m  an 
Kshatriyas,  a  prayer-chanting  Brahmin  should  win  “  Kshatnya 
lady  in  marriage  I  will  never  tolerate  this,  not  even  at  the  cost  of 

my  life  Stop  that  bearded  man'”  and 

The  defeated  maharajas  loudly  approved  his  ^ 

began  brandishing  their  weapons  1  raised  my  mace  I"  ^  " 
the  marnage-pavdion  was  transformed  into  « 
commenced  attacking  the  Brahmin  yout  e  rep  advanced 
of  arrows  from  the  bow  of  Shiva  he  was  a 

towards  him  Suddenly  there  was  1*°  a 

cyclone  approaching  Seeinehim  I  felt 

veritable  hill,  gnashing  his  teeth,  pounced  on  all  S«mg  him, 

my  heart  had  stopped  beating  It  was  B  im  ,  _ bearded  and  in 

Whom  I  practised  the  mace  for  six  hours  - 

disguised  dress  How  did  he  come  h  ,rninp  lac  hut*^  Did 

wefe  the  ones  that  perished  m  ^.'’"T/mcmem^ 

he  send  up  hemp  and  flax  m  flames,  ,  p.  „as  my  habit, 

hopes  and  desires  of  Crown  Pnnee  Dun'odhanat  As  was 

I  raised  my  hand  to  feel  from  where-a  basttka 

precisely  at  that  '"stant-^  k  fep  on  the 

arrow  whizzed  into  my  arm  Th®  ^  feet  I  tugged  at 

ground,  and  was  crushed  under  who  at 

the  feathered  end  of  the  ,f„as  a  fcasnto  shaft  Its  tip 

my  arm  It  never  occurred  to  me  broke  off  in  my  fist 

remained  embedded  m  my  ^  abuses  and  insults 

I  was  at  my  wits'  of  my  imagma- 

Trymg  to  convince  myself  that  ai  noention  to  the  second 

tio^n,I^hookmyseIfawake  andtmnedmy«^  ^ 

Brahmin  Yes,  it  was  Bhima  y  .  *  separate  gram 

farmer’s  bullocks  trampling  the  ground  with  his  mace 

from  chaff,  he  was  confusion^''” 

Only  Shalya  somehow  stood  his  gr 
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phant,  he  was  grievously  wounding  any  hero  who  came  within  the 
orbit  of  his  massive  mace  Struck  by  his  mace,  hero  after  hero 
rolled  his  eyes  upward  and  collapsed,  screaming  in  agony.  That 
cyclonically  powerful  body,  egging  itself  to  further  fury,  bellowed 
sporadically  like  a  mad  bull  Even  the  stilled  wooden  fish  in  the 
suspended  target  trembled  in  the  thunderous  reverberation  of  his 
roars  No  doubt  of  it — it  was  Bhima  But  where  had  he  come 
from*^  And  how*^  From  the  sky,  or  from  the  underworld*^  Had  he 
gone  and  battered  Yama  the  god  of  death  with  his  huge  mace*^  His 
orgiastic  dance  made  the  entire  pavilion  totter  If  he  went  on 
dancing  and  bellowing  in  this  fashion  for  another  hour,  the  pavi¬ 
lion  would  no  doubt  cave  in  Everything  had  happened  to  me 
except  my  losing  my  senses  How  could  Bhima  be  alive*^  Fear 
made  my  mind  lament  Like  a  foot  crushed  under  a  chariot  wheel, 
feeling  no  sensation  whatsoever,  my  mind  had  become  numb 
Bhima  was  apparently  out  to  kill  everyone  in  sight  Was  it  Bhima, 
or  was  It  Bhima’s  revenging,  blood-dnnkmg  spmt*^  What  is  real 
and  what  is  a  dream*^— I  couldn’t  tell  How  was  he  able  to  assume 
this  stupendous  new  shape  after  the  Varanavata  conflagration*^ 
Had  Purochana  betrayed  me,  or  was  my  fate  conspiring  against 
me*^ 

I  steadied  myself  as  best  I  could  and  tned  to  slip  out  of  the 
stampede  Bhima  was  stanng  at  me  and  bellowing  in  rage,  but  he 
was  surrounded  by  Shalya,  Sudamana,  Shishupala,  Jarasandha, 
Sushena  and  others  The  target  piercing  hero  Arjuna  was  standing 
near  Draupadi  and  protecting  her  from  any  molestation  Like 
streams  of  rain  during  the  monsoon,  a  continuous  flow  of  arrows 
was  released  by  Arjuna  from  the  bow  of  Shiva  His  countless 
arrows  had  already  shredded  the  ceiling  of  the  pavilion  In  the 
slowly  spreading  darkness,  some  attendants  had  brought  huge 
torches  to  prevent  further  confusion  But  most  took  advantage  of 
the  light  to  launch  further  attacks  on  Bhima  and  Arjuna  Chaos 
and  atrocity  increased  My  mind  was  numb 
I  emerged  from  the  pandemonium  with  the  greatest  difficulty 
All  the  rajas  were  involved  in  furious  fights  The  seating  enclosure 
was  empty  Crown  Prince  Dhnshtadyumna  and  his  father  were 
beseeching  all  to  keep  calm,  their  appeals  could  be  heard  even 
from  a  distance  I  could  see  Kama  sitting  far  away  in  that  enclo 
sure  He  sat  there  with  head  bowed  and  held  between  both  hands 
Lacerated  by  the  word  arrows  of  Draupadi,  that  great  hero  sat 


^  257 

The  Death-Conqueror 

there  tn  introspective  dejection  I  ran  towards  h™  Placing  my 
hand  on  his  strong  back,  1  shook  him  hard,  and  shouted  Kar^, 
Arjuna  is  alive  He  has  won  the  hand  of  Draupadi ‘he  ^ 
vara  He  does  not  allow  anyone  to  come  anywhere  near  bm  m  the 

pavilion  A  devastating  battle  is  going  on  I  can  t  make  out  wha 

‘’trTn  Irt  lion  bounding  up  at  the  fall  of  VX'S  ™  “ai 
and  roaring,  Kama  instantly  stood  up  “Arjunai  Arjuna 
I’ll  show  him  today  that,  if  he  so  desires,  even  a  charioteer 

can  abduct  a  princess  in  front  of  Arjuna  s  very  ^7“  aneer  His 
He  turned  with  lightning  speed  His  face  was  ^ud  w  ‘h  anger  His 

flesh-ear-nngs  glowed  Pushing  me  “"Vom 

pool  in  the  middle  of  the  pavilion  He  snatched  me 

are  the  Kshatnya  you  think  you  are,  'hen  s 
shred  the  head  of  Kama,  the  uh®rioteer  ^  ^ 

surpassingly  lovely  Panchala  lady  y  ’  j  a 

this\ery  instant  that  the  Arjuna  whom  .she  has  e  ^ 
Kshatnya  is  fodder  ‘or  the  arrow  of  Kama  He 
tely  Arjuna  readied  the  bow  of  Shiva  A  ciasn  u  ^ 
was  imminent— thinking  this,  Draup  ^  Kama  sliced 

Arjuna  edged  her  away  from  him  and  strang  tobow  ^ 
the  arrow  in  mid-air  they  hegani  s  S  torches,  but 

They  shot  invincible  arrows  m  th  8  ®  j,  ht  For  about 

all  the  shafts  were  intercepted  and  destroyeo  m  g 
an  hour  the  inconclusive  duel  rage  ^^.jjoJe 

Bhima  and  Shalya  were  still  hghtmg  changed  into  that 

appearance  of  the  svayamvma  pavi  i  littered  with 

ofa  scorched  bnttlefield  The  P~1  m  toemne 

arrows  Water  began  spilling  olaced  round  Arjuna’s  neck 

wedding  garland  that  arrows  But  there  seemed 

fell  on  the  ground,  snapped  by  hammer  and 

to  be  no  end  of  the  duel  m  sight  Bo  h  werc 
tongs  The  clash  of  arrows  produced  All  looked 

And  then,  before  anyone  knew  n,  it  wa^allo^_^^__^^ 

astonished  at  the  two  heroe  upraised  In  spite  of  the 

them  on  a  heap  of  arrows,  wit  ,_,„nc  his  voiee,  and  smiling, 
horrendous  battle,  he  spoke  without  raising  his 
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“Kama,  Arjuna,  wait  Arre,  give  time  at  least  to  the  Panchalas  to 
produce  more  arrows  for  you  The  arrows  of  the  armoury  are 
exhausted,  and  the  mles  of  war  are  clear,  an  arrow  once  fired 
cannot  be  re-used  ”  He  smiled  again  and,  adjusting  his  blue  shawl 
on  his  yellow  dress,  he  strode  out  of  the  palace  of  the  Panchalas 
Astonished,  Kama  and  Arjuna  felt  their  quivers  There  wasn’t  a 
single  arrow  left  Arjuna  flung  away  the  bow  of  Shiva  in  disgust 
Draupadi's  marnage-garland  was  crushed  under  it  Kama  also 
turned  back  I  placed  my  hand  on  his  sweat-drenched  shoulder 
My  palm  burned  with  the  heat  of  his  body,  but  1  was  least  con¬ 
cerned  about  that  At  least  we  had  a  hero  to  challenge 
Arjuna — that  gave  me  delight  and  taught  me  the  virtue  of  pa¬ 
tience  1  said  to  him,  “Kama,  we  can’t  stay  in  this  city  even  a 
second  more  An  insult  to  you  is  an  insult  to  Duryodhana  ’’ 
“Raja  of  Anga,  a  very  unpleasant  incident  has  occurred  in  this 
fearful  clash  Your  son,  rushing  to  help  you  ’’  Ashvatthaman 
said,  and  stopped  His  head  was  bowed,  his  eyes  moist 
“Where  is  Sudamana’’  Why  are  you  silent,  Ashvatthaman’’’’  He 
shook  Ashvatthaman  Beads  of  sweat  jerked  off  his  curly 
golden  hair  and  plopped  on  Ashvatthaman’s  head-gear  Kama’s 
eyes,  flaming  coals,  searched  the  pavilion  for  a  glimpse  of  his  son 
“Your  son.  Raja  of  Anga,  is  resting  eternally,”  Ashvatthaman 
chokingly  said,  pointing  to  the  corpse  of  Sudamana  on  a  mound  of 
arrows 

“Sudamanai”  Kama  lifted  his  head,  shouted,  and  ran  towards 
his  unreplying  son  Near  his  feet  lay  Draupadi’s  mamage-garland 
He  kicked  at  it  in  his  rage  The  next  instant  he  was  on  his  knees 
beside  his  dear  son,  taking  the  lifeless  hand  in  his,  Kama,  who  an 
instant  ago  was  warring  with  the  ferocity  of  a  lion,  sobbed  in  gnef 
Ashvatthaman  placed  his  hand  on  Kama’s  shoulder  and  somehow 
succeeded  in  guiding  him  out  of  the  pavilion  Three  different 
burdens  lay  heavy  on  Kama’s  mind  insult,  victory-depnvation, 
and  gnef  for  his  dead  son 

On  a  sign  from  us,  our  attendants  lifted  Sudamana’s  corpse 
Kama’s  son  waS  born  in  Hastinapura,  and  he  had  died  while 
mshing  to  his  father  s  assistanee  m  the  pavilion  of  the  Panchalas 
At  the  time  of  leaving  the  city,  we  cremated  Sudamana  beside 
the  bank  of  the  Ganga,  I  will  never  forget  in  all  my  life  the 
absolute  stillness  that  prevailed  dunng  the  last  ntes  The  nppling 
waves  of  the  Ganga  were  surely  repeating  to  Kama,  “Kama,  your 
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son  IS  no  more  Show  Arjuna  what  a  father’s  grief  is  by  killing  te 
son  "  The  extraordinarily  patient  raja  of  Anga  lit  the  pyre  with 
taken  from  a  toreh  The  distorted,  fnghtening  flames  as  they  leapt 
up  to  the  sky  cast  long  shadows  on  the  lapping  waves  of  the  Ganga 
We  offered  Sudamana  to  the  god  Agni  and  left  Kampilyanagar 
with  heavy  hearts 

13 

That  dark  night  itself  we  were  back 
mind  was  restless  Wherever  I  looked,  whatever  •  ^id  ktog 
bowl  of  milk,  pic’xing  up  a  fragrant  flower,  gazing  ^ 

sceptre  of  the  Kaurava^made  ^hima  eve^wher  He 

seemed  to  be  gnashing  his  teeth  and  rushing  at  "e  Memories  o^ 
Bhima  were  a  flame  in  which  I  burned  every 
Crown  Prince  A^ngle  word  from  me  wouM 

raror^zraiii^hrouruo^ 

Vnshavarman  and  the  huge  army  o 
to  defend  me  to  I  was  bese  ^^y  f_^ 

mind  fear-free  Seeing  Bhima.  >'"tH  °catmred  far  too  much 
threads  of  my  mind  into  one  But  t  ey  heroic  war- 

1  kept  repeating  to  -ysf  ■  ^rBhlL  Aou  are  a 

nor  Why  do  you  fremk'e  at  t  ^^g 

mace  hero  At  the  right  time,  fo  g  unnerve  yourself  like 

at  Bhima  with  your  club  '^'’ir  mg  mosquito  in 

this  "  I  did  try  my  best  to  "'"“e  im^e  of  Bhima  was 

summer  droning  m  front  of  on  y  •  ^  find 

always  standing  right  in  front  insolation  Not  knowing 

someone  who  would  offer  7'^.*  ,o  Kama  He 

why,  I  started  sending  my  a**®"'*®  j^ed  him.'and  then  a  few 
wbuld  come  as  soon  as  the  ,j,e  fact  of  his 

hours  would  pass  so  easily  l,.„rable  and  livable  But  I  never 

presence  made  life  so  "-“"e  bearable  and  ■ 
praised  him  to  his  face  I  kna^aU-ke 

born  for  my  sake  Besides,  a  r^  Kanaka  had  taught  me 

anyone  That  was  a  lesson  «>*  "°k'a  «  h 
Sometimes  Ashvatthaman  would  come  along 


260 


Mrityunjaya 


would  say  such  remarkable  things  that  my  mind  became  en¬ 
grossed  But  the  moment  he  left,  what  he  had  said  appeared  to  me 
no  more  than  fanciful  philosophising  After  the  svayamvara  of 
Draupadi,  he  came  to  me  once  with  Kama  Kama  had  come  to 
suggest  that,  in  the  games  to  be  held  in  the  capital  fifteen  days 
from  now,  chariot-competitions  should  be  included.  He  seemed  to 
have  no  other  interest  in  this  world  exeept  horses,  chanots,  wea¬ 
pons,  sun-reverence,  archery,  and  wrestling 

I  readily  agreed  to  his  suggestion  regarding  the  games  I  said  to 
him  pleasantly,  “Kama,  life  is  a  game  too  ” 

“Then  we  should  make  every  effort  to  win,”  he  replied  m  the 
same  tone 

“It’s  not  that  easy,”  Ashvatthaman  interrapted  casually 
“Why''”  1  asked 

“No  one  knows  the  length  and  breadth  of  the  arena  where  life’s 
competition  is  held  ” 

Ashvatthaman  always  had  something  profound  to  say  This  we 
all  knew  So  1  asked,  “Where  will  you  find  such  an  unearthly  place 
in  this  world''” 

“The  field  of  the  mind  Man  has  been  participating  in  this  field 
for  thousands  of  years  with  the  resplendent  chariot  of  his  desires 
But  Time,  the  impartial  judge,  has  never  so  far  declared  him 
winner  ’’  Ashvatthaman’s  voice  was  sweeter  than  a  flute-song 

“So  should  we  refuse  to  take  part  in  this  competition*'”  I  asked 
him  this  because  I  could  not  find  myself  agreeing  with  him 

“Never  Because  each  man’s  life  is  tied  inexorably  to  his  karma 
Man’s  mind  is  merely  an  obedient  servant  who  faithfully  follows 
the  auspicious  or  baneful  messages  he  receives  from  the  primeval 
Mind-Womb  ” 

“The  mind'  The  mind'  Ashvatthaman,  the  mind  you  speak 
of — how  many  strands  go  to  its  making’'”  I  couldn’t  decipher  the 
depth  of  his  words 

“How  many  hairs  are  there  under  that  shining  golden  crown'' 
Can  you  tell  me  the  exact  number"'  The  mind’s  threads  are  as 
countlessly  numelous  Some  say  life  is  like  that — a  fabric  of  lovely 
threads  But  this  is  also  not  exactly  correct  ” 

“Meaning''”  Kama  interrupted 

“Life  IS  not  just  a  fabric  woven  by  the  countless  threads  of  the 
mind.  It  IS  an  unopenable  knot  of  this  fabric  Each  person  has  to 
untie  that  knot  in  his  or  her  own  way,  and  that  he  can  do  only  by 
opening  the  eyes  of  his  inner  self  ” 
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“What  then  ,s  this  thing  called  truth'^  Is  truth  this  knot  that  you 

truth  seems  to  me  to  be  always  this-the 

Since  time  immemorial  these  rays  have  been  g'f  ^  to  the  eart 
Has  that  made  any  change  in  their  divine  ‘^^Kmg 

departed  from  their  divine  dharma  of  touching  everything  Ki  g, 

can  you  show  another  such  faultless  trut  Hivine  lieht  that 

He  paused  briefly,  and  continued  “Life  ^ 
emanates  from  the  sun  He  who  realises  s 

ant,  no  less  That  is  why  it  is  my  great  fj^.^.^^rLook 

with  me-because  he  has  always  been  « 

at  his  happy  face'  Doesn’t  it  loo  i  e  e^^^  ^  ge^ent  But  why 
‘lAshvatthaman,  what  you  say  i  asked  this 

doesn’t  your  father.  Guru  Drona,  also  agree  to 
pointed  question  while  looking  at  .  j  { jl,e  count- 

“King^et  me  remind  you  ,e  ,hat  knot  m 

less  threads  of  the  mind  Every  in  1  Kama’s,  my  father 

his  or  her  own  way  I  mme,  you  yours.  Karn^ 

his  No  one  else  can  help  anyone  in  his  ma«e^ 

Again  he  had  made  me  speechless  He  was 
acharya’s  son,  after  all 

I  did  try  to  apply  the  ‘'f®'*™*'’*  s'’eemS^^^^  completely 

course  of  my  everyday  L"a  knot  of  the  count- 

mismatched  It  was  his  conten  ng-son  unties  his  knot  all  by 
less  threads  of  the  mind,  and  ea®'’  P  °  ,^,5  F,rst  of  all.  1 

himself  I  wasn’t  prepared  to  a®®®P  compared  to  a  fabric 

couldn’t  understand  how  the  nun  _ ^  mace,  for  instance 

It  seemed  more  like  a  '"®‘’P”"  g  j„,th,n  its  range’  The  human 
Which  mace  allows  anyone  m  com  ^  g  person  stands 

mmd  IS  like  that  Each  has  h.s  »wnj.fe  fiel 

firm  in  the  centre  of  that  stnking  range  gets  hit  Some- 

thoughts  all  around  him  g  ,s  finished  for  ever  But  it  s 

one’s  chest  is  smashed,  and  nothing  will  ever  get  done 

best  not  to  think  of  the  results  or  wtmng^ 

1  tried  to  shake  off  „  defeated  and  irntated.  and  I 

mind— and  that  upset  me  I  i,fc  ^  a  Knot  of  the  countless 

resolved  Ashxatthatnan,  ifosy 
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threads  of  the  mind— very  well,  I  accept  it  But  I  am  not  going  to 
untie  that  knot  Vll  make  it  knottier  And  I'll  squeeze  that  rakshasa 
Bhima  in  that  knot  till  he's  dead 
The  thought  of  squeezing  Bhima  in  life’s  knot  calmed  my  mind 
Bhima  had  slipped  through  one  net  No  matter — I  planned  to 
weave  a  stronger  net  for  him  1  would  carry  on  making  one  net 
after  another  for  Bhima  all  my  life  I  wasn’t  now  going  to  put  his 
finger  inside  a  silver  amulet,  I  would  bury  his  head  under  the  very 
throne  of  the  Kauravas — because  the  blue-skinned  Arjuna  had 
won  Draupadi  in  the  svayamvara  of  the  Panchalas  and,  in  the  clash 
that  ensued,  huge  Bhima  had  smashed  his  mace  right  across  my 
back 

And  there  was  one  other  incident  that  made  me  feel  1  was 
exceptionally  lucky  The  way  Draupadi  humiliated  Kama  God 
had  exposed  her  meanness  m  front  of  everybody  Now  I  could  go 
on  reminding  Kama  of  that  insult  and  fanning  that  powerful  hero 
to  further  fury  And  Kama  was  sure  to  take  revenge  against 
Draupadi  should  the  opportunity  ever  present  itself  He  was  now 
my  right  hand,  but  soon  he  would  be  fully  m  my  clutches  Kama* 
Sun-worshipping  Kama*  Kama  of  the  flesh-ear  rings  and  body- 
armour*  Massive-bodied  Kama*  He  would  be  utterly  m  my  grip*  I 
would  twist  his  life  any  way  I  pleased  The  lord  of  Hastmapura 
with  Kama  m  his  clutches*  The  world  would  see  this  beautiful 
dream  of  Duryodhana  turn  into  a  living  reality 

I  could  not  forget  one  distressing  incident  in  the  midst  of  all  this 
confusion  In  the  clash  following  the  svayamvara,  Arjuna  had 
literally  ripped  apart  Kama’s  son  Sudamana  with  his  gruesome 
arrows  Some  arrows  had  even  mutilated  his  handsome,  youthful 
face  How  little  of  life  had  that  heroic  son  seen'  Who  would  dare 
describe  Arjuna  as  a  hero,  with  the  death  of  Sudamana  m  mind’  If 
Kama  now  vowed  to  take  Arjuna’s  life,  who  would  dare  describe 
him  as  a  felon’  Ethics  is  not  big  idealistic  declarations  only,  it  is 
also  a  matter  of  living,  practical  everyday  experience 
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A  woman’s  life  is  a  lotus  offered  with  shraddha 
and  bhakti  at  the  feet  of  her  husband  Her  husband  s  happiness  is 
her  happiness  She  takes  a  sacred  vow  to  become  his  other  half  in 
front  of  the  fire  god  on  the  occasion  of  the  seven-sacred-steps 
ceremony  I  did  all  I  could  night  and  day  to  make  my  husband 
perfectly  happy,  because  Shon  had  many  times  told  me  everything 
about  my  husband’s  anguished  background  I  considered  myself 
very  fortunate  because  my  husband’s  good  looks  would  make  any 
woman  envious  Even  more  magnetic  than  his  good  looks  was  his 
noble  mind  He  must  have  taken  birth  for  the  sole  purpose  of 
pleasing  others  He  hadn’t  the  least  conceit  about  his  blameless 
personality  Never  in  conversation  did  he  make  any  reference  to  his 
divine  flesh-ear-rings  and  body-armour  Seeing  such  an  accom 
phshed  person — who  was  also  the  raja  of  a  kingdom — applying 
sandal  paste  respectfully  on  the  feet  of  his  parents  made  me  feel 
truly  proud  Which  wife  is  not  flattered  with  a  talented  and  hand¬ 
some  husband‘d  My  life  was  happy,  I  was  like  a  creeper  twining 
securely  around  a  firm-rooted  tree  My  mother-in-law  and  father- 
m-law  were  god-J/ke  I  never  fe}t  1  was  a  daughter-jn  Jaw,  J  was 
always  treated  like  their  own  daughter  And  Shon-ji  was  a  bubbling 
fountain  of  jokes — the  epitome  of  reserve  with  others  and  a  cascade 
of  conversation  with  me  Not  a  single  day  passed  without  my  ears 
receiving  his  loving  syllables  '*Bhabht^  Bhabhi I  was  the  first  to  get 
news  from  him  of  goings-on  m  the  capital  and  the  palace 

I  was  very  puzzled  by  the  fact  that  no  one  ever  brought  up  the 
subject  of  his  marriage  I  used  to  tel!  my  father-in-law,  “You  must 
really  love  your  eldest  son  very  much,  or  you  would  have  got  Shon-ji 
married  too  by  this  time  ’’  He  would  reply,  laughing,  “I  never  feel 
that  as  my  duty  My  duty  was  to  see  Kama  married  That  was  my 
only  contentment  It’s  up  to  Kama  now  to  get  Shon  married,  or  to 
let  him  stay  single  ’’ 

I  did  on  occasion  bring  up  the  matter  of  Shon’s  marnage  in  front 
my  pau-de\  a  He  would  reply,  “Vnshali,  I’ve  heard  that  women  arc 
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threads  of  the  mmd—very  well  I  nrrem  „  n.„  i 

luS  w  i"  sc 

after  another  for  Bhima  all  my  life°i'‘^ 
finger  inside  a  silver  amulet  Twould  hr"I,‘  P“' 

throne  of  the  Kauravas-becausc  le  M 
wonDraupadiinthejvavnm./.  Arjuna  had 

that  ensued,  huge  Bhima  hadT°  ‘‘"d,  in  the  clash 

back  ®  '"’“Shed  his  mace  right  across  my 

exceptionally  lKky°^e°wayDraurd*h“' 

had  exposed  her  meannecc  ^  r  *’“aul>ated  Kama  God 

on  reminding  Kama  of  that'msliu"lnd  f  8° 

to  further  fury  And  Kamt.  fanning  that  powerful  hero 

Draupadi  should  (he  ooDor  T“  against 

my  right  hand,  but  soon^he 

Sun-worshippmg  Kama'  Kai-  J’e  fully  m  my  clutches  Kama' 
armour'  Masstyf  bodied  Kar„a^  flesh-ear-rings  and  body 
would  twist  his  life  any  way  I  ""y  S^'P'  ^ 

with  Kama  m  his  clutches'^ The  Hastmapura 

dream  of  Duryodhana  turn  into  aT”*^  •’oautiful 

I  could  not  forget  rn^dist  ''''‘'"y 

confusion  In  the  clash  foi|n,„"'® the  midst  of  all  this 
'■‘-ally  ripped  apart  Kama’s  son  Arjuna  had 

arrows  Some  arrows  had  even  “damana  with  his  graesome 
face  How  little  of  hfe  had  that  ^'®d  his  handsome,  youthful 
describe  Arjuna  as  a  hero  with  the'n''^  ‘'are 

Kama  now  vowed  to  take'  An  •  ^odamana  in  mind''  If 

him  as  a  felonl  Ethics  is  0011?"“!  '‘'‘■“'d  dare  describe 

also  a  matter  of  hvine  maro^Jf  *  ealistic  declarations  only,  it  is 
ng,  practical  everyday  experience 
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A  woman’s  life  is  a  lotus  offered  with  shraddha 
and  bhakti  at  the  feet  of  her  husband  Her  husband's  happiness  is 
her  happiness  She  takes  a  sacred  vow  to  become  his  other  half  in 
front  of  the  fire  god  on  the  occasion  of  the  seven-sacred-sleps 
ceremony  I  did  all  I  could  night  and  day  to  make  my  husband 
perfectly  happy,  because  Shon  had  many  times  told  me  everything 
about  my  husband’s  anguished  background  I  considered  myself 
very  fortunate  because  my  husband’s  good  looks  would  make  any 
woman  envious  Even  more  magnetic  than  his  good  looks  was  his 
noble  mind  He  must  have  taken  birth  for  the  sole  purpose  of 
pleasing  others  He  hadn’t  the  least  conceit  about  his  blameless 
personality  Never  in  conversation  did  he  make  any  reference  to  his 
divine  flesh-ear-rings  and  body-armour  Seeing  such  an  accom¬ 
plished  person — who  was  also  the  raja  of  a  kingdom — applying 
sandal  paste  respectfully  on  the  feet  of  his  parents  made  me  feel 
truly  proud  Which  wife  is  not  flattered  with  a  talented  and  hand¬ 
some  husbandt  My  life  was  happy,  I  was  like  a  creeper  twining 
securely  around  a  firm-rooted  tree  My  mother-in-law  and  father- 
in-law  were  god-hke  I  never  felt  I  was  a  daughter-in-law,  1  was 
always  treated  like  their  own  daughter  And  Shon-ji  was  a  bubbling 
fountain  of  j  okes — the  epitome  of  reserve  with  others  and  a  cascade 
of  conversation  with  me.  Not  a  single  day  passed  without  my  ears 
receiving  his  loving  syllables  “Bhabhi' Bhabht'"  1  was  the  first  to  get 
news  from  him  of  goings-on  in  the  capital  and  the  palace 

I  was  very  puzzled  by  the  fact  that  no  one  ever  brought  up  the 
subject  of  his  marriage  I  used  to  tell  my  father-m-law,  “You  must 
really  love  your  eldest  son  very  much,  or  you  would  have  got  Shon-ji 
married  too  by  this  time  ’’  He  would  reply,  laughing,  “f  never  feel 
that  as  my  duty  My  duty  was  to  see  Kama  married  That  was  my 
Only  contentment.  It’s  up  to  Kama  now  to  get  Shon  marned,  or  to 
let  him  stay  single  ’’ 

I  did  on  occasion  bnng  up  the  matter  of  Shon’s  marriage  in  front 
my  pati-deva  He  would  reply,  “Vnshah,  I’ve  heard  that  women  are 
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a  jealous  breed  'What  proof  is  there  you  won’t  be  jealous  of 
Shon’s  bride’”  He  would  always  tease  me  in  this  manner,  but  I 
knew  the  love  hidden  in  the  sarcasm,  and  so  I  kept  silent  My  reply 
was,  “I  look  on  Shon-ji  as  my  elder  brother  How  can  you  be 
jealous  of  an  elder  brother’s  wife’’” 

“Vnshali,  don’t  tide  imaginary  horses  of  impossible  relation¬ 
ships  Shall  1  tell  you  the  truth‘>  You  don’t  want  your  husband  to 
be  trapped  in  loving  others  When  you  say,  ‘Shon  should  get 
married’,  all  you  mean  is  that  the  time  which  1  now  spend  with 
Shon  will  be  free  and  you  will  have  all  of  me  to  yourself  Isn’t  that 
true’  How  selfish  you  wives  are'” 

These  remarks  of  his  irritated  me,  so  I  would  go,  stand  before 
the  window  and  gaze  at  the  Ganga  Then  he  would  come  from 
behind  and  caress  my  hair  and  say,  “Don’t  be  upset,  Vnshalt 
Arre,  I  just  can’t  make  out  anything  Shon  is  still  for  me  the  sweet 
and  simple  Shon  who  collects  sea-shells  on  the  Ganga’s  sands, 
who  asks,  ‘Bhaiya,  will  you  soar  high  up  in  the  sky  like  Garuda’’, 
who  runs  shouting  and  crying  behind  my  chariot,  who  dashes 
forward  to  rescue  the  kitten  from  the  onrushing  chariot  wheels  I 
don’t  feel  that  he  has  grown  up  But  I’m  not  going  to  delay  any 
more  His  wedding  will  be  even  more  grand  than  mine  Look  at 
him — he’s  grown  up  really  tall  and  sturdy,  hasn’t  he’” 

At  these  times  I  felt  like  resting  my  head  on  his  broad  shoulder 
I  thought  What  a  large-hearted  mind  there  must  be  in  his  splendid 
body  'His  life  had  seen  many  ups  and  downs — yet  he  had  kept 
childhood  memories  of  his  beloved  brother  fresh  in  the  recesses  of 
his  mind  Very  likely  Shon-ji  had  forgotten  those  incidents— but 
my  husband  had  kept  them  very  much  alive  I  was  lucky  to  receive 
as  my  husband  a  man  who  loved  me  with  all  his  heart  and  placed 
everyone  in  the  orbit  of  his  loving  attention  All  the  good  deeds  I 
had  done  in  all  my  past  births  had  finally  been  rewarded  It  wasn’t 
that  only  his  family  members  showered  me  with  affection  because 
I  happened  to  be  married  to  him — even  Maharani  Gandhari  Devi, 
Princess  Duhshala  and  the  Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi  loved  me 
intensely  I  was  a  charioteer’s  daughter ,  but  I  had  become  a  Queen 
because  of  my  pah  deva,  which  is  why  I  devoted  myself  night  and 
day  to  his  happiness  He  never  brought  up  any  distressing  subject 
before  me  The  way  he  was  insulted  by  Acharya  Kripa  and  Crown 
Prince  Bhima  in  the  arena  was  never  told  to  me  He  could  never 
think  of  hutting  others  for  any  reason  It  was  Shon  who  told  me  of 
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any  incident  that  hurt  my  husband  Deep  in  brotherly  love,  he 
would  say,  “Bhabhi,  bhaiya  is  not  going  to  tell  you  anything,  no 
matter  how  serious  the  problem  is  That’s  why  I  tell  you  everyt  ing 
myself.  I  can’t  bear  to  see  him  suffering  I  can’t  tell  him  anything, 
because  you  know  what  the  proverb  says,  ‘Small  mouth,  big 
words*’  It’s  up  to  you  to  look  after  him  ’ 

My  husband  had  calmly  digested  even  the  insult  he  received 
from  the  Panchalas  at  Draupadi’s  svayamvara  Thinking  it  would 
hurt  me,  he  had  not  breathed  a  word  of  it  to  me  I  finally  go  new 
of  It  from  Shon  When  I  heard  all  the  details  of  what  happened  m 
the  pavilion,  I  was  roused  to  anger  for  the  first  time  m  my  i 
against  the  heartless  and  conscienceless  pnncess  called  Draupadi 
Later  I  actually  felt  sorry  for  her  The  bowl  of  nectar  was  almost  m 
her  grasp,  but  that  unthinking  woman  kicked  it  aside 
high  caste  pride  She  had  trodden  to  dust  a 
worthy  of  adorning  a  crown  In  front  t  j 

and  grievously  insulted  my  respectworthy  hus  an 
responsible  for  the  death  of  my  son  a.v.d  him 

When  the  Raja  of  Anga  returned  ‘•Where  fs  our 

worriedly  even  as  1  offered  him  the  arali-ho  g  . 

son  Sudamana’"  He  gared  deep  rohed  down 

choked  Two  tear  drops  slipped  out  blue  eyes  roM  down 

his  red  cheeks,  and  fell  on  my  feet  T^ey  u  ,  ^  “Vrishu, 
turned  h.s  face  aside  and.  plac^d’the 

Sudamana  is  no  more  His  murder  J  answer  for  it 

marriage-garland  round  *  'I'^v  an  arrow  fired  from  the 

with  his  last  breath— his  death  caused  y  arati- 

bow  of  Sudamana’s  father  ”  He  pic  c  up  Sudamana’s 

ihah  as  a  token  of  his  pledge  As  soon  as  1  hearo  oi 
death,  the  thali  fell  from  my  hands 


A  iMfc  should  forget  her  problems  “"“^3ce^'hc’^"gu■sh 
No  one  teaches  an  understanding  wi  ,1,5 

of  her  husband  I  had  '^^tlija  lie  losunleresl  ,n 

Jiainminrabitintothcmindof  afier  meal  lime,  he  «as 

cscrslhing  For  hours  he  brtmdcd  ’  ^  f,oni  of  him  He 

lost  m  thought,  and  I  suddenl,  went  ^ 

viw  me.  laughed  out  loud,  and  said.  '.on.  Vnsna 
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“Some  people  never  say  lies,  but  they  laugh  lies  I  have  found 
that  out  today,”  I  replied 

“What  he  is  who  laughing*^  No  one  can  see  you  and  laugh  lies 
“You  can  You  are  the  one  laughing  lies  You  are  the  one 
covering  up  your  sorrows  ” 

“What  sorrows'^” 

“Sudamana  And  the  svayamvara  The  insults  that  have  so  upset 
your  mind  ” 

“Vnshali,  what  you  say  is  true  But  who’s  been  telling  you  all 
this*^” 

“Shon-ji  But  what  1  want  to  know  is — what  is  there  so  terrible 
that  upsets  you  so  much'^” 

“To  understand  this  you’ll  have  to  be  born  a  man  and  specially  a 
warrior  Or  you’ll  never  know  what  it  is  to  have  the  spear  of  an 
insult  always  sticking  in  your  mind  Vnshali,  am  1  really  so  mean, 
so  low-born’^”  He  said  this,  staring  at  the  distant  horizon  from  the 
window 

“No  Whoever  brands  you  low  will  one  day  have  to  repent  for  it 
My  mind  tells  me  this  all  the  time  ” 

“Can  I  ask  you  something*^  Promise  you’ll  speak  the  truth  ” 

“1  have  never  spoken  a  he  to  you,  and  I  never  will  You  are  my 
lord  ” 

“Doesn’t  it  ever  come  to  your  mmd  how  wonderful  it  would 
have  been  if  your  husband  were  not  a  charioteer’s  son'^” 

“Why*^  Why  should  that  enter  my  mmd*^  I  don’t  like  this  ques¬ 
tion  of  yours  at  all  You  have  no  shortcomings  ” 

“Why  then  do  I  get  so  angry  when  I  hear  the  words  ‘charioteer’s 
son”^” 

“Must  be  that  the  wickedness  of  the  world  gets  to  be  too  much 
for  you,  and  then  you  get  upset  the  way  you  do  But  please  don’t 
brood  on  how  cruel  others  are,  because  ” 

“Because'^” 

“Because  our  two  lives  ” 

“What’s  the  matter,  Vrishah'^  Why  have  you  suddenly  stopped*^ 
What  about  our  two  lives'^” 

“Our  two  lives  are  not  outs  any  more  There’s  a  third  coming  to 
share  in  our  lives  You  are  going  to  be  a  father  soon  ” 

“What  are  you  saying,  Vrishali*^  A  father  soon*’  We’ll  have  a 
son’  Vrishah,  why  did  you  take  so  long  to  tell  me'^”  He  cupped  my 
face  in  his  hands  Try  however  hard  I  did,  my  eyes  refused  to  look 
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up  at  him  He  caressed  me  gently,  and  said  tenderly,  “Vnshu,  look 
at  me,  please  ” 

I  looked  at  his  calm  blue  eyes  and  his  flesh-ear-nngs  I  recalled 
Draupadi  She  had  indeed  done  me  a  great  favour  Had  she  seen 
him  at  such  close  quarters,  she  would  never  have  let  him  return  to 
Hastinapura  He  looked  at  me  and  said  senously,  “Vnshu,  boy  or 
girH” 

“What  would  you  prefer''” 

“A  girl  A  girl,  with  eyes  as  big  as  yours  ” 

“Uh-huh  A  son,  with  flesh-ear-nngs  like  yours,”  I  said,  freeing 

my  face  from  his  hands  , 

“So  that  I  get  neglected  by  you'  I’m  told  a  son  means  a  wife 

starts  loving  her  husband  less  ” 

“There’s  only  one  thing  now  that  can  remove  my  love  lor 

you — and  that’s  death  ”  ..,.c 

“Vrishah,  you’ve  brought  me  such  divine  gifts  His  moist  ey 

were  swimming  in  the  ocean  of  my  heart  _i.-,„ 

“Does  a  god  need  divine  gifts’”  That  I  had  managed  to  please 

him,  pleased  me  even  more  But 

this  was  the  first  time  that  he  had  spoken  so  relaxe  y  ^ 

the  next  instant  he  became  silent  He  went  to  the  window  and 
Started  gazing  blankly  outside 
“What’s  wrong’'”  I  asked 

“Nothing  You  can  go  now  Again  he  was  ni  & 
from  me  . 

“Are  you  always  going  to  keep  me  ®  ^  ^  blurted  out 

“No,  Vnshah  But  all  things  are  not  .  (,itter  ” 

Nor  are  they  deserving  to  be  understood  ey 

“No  matter  how  bitter  a  thing  might  E  ^ 

becomes  as  sweet  as  nectar,”  I  retorted  s  u 

“I  won’t  press  you  to  tell  me,  but  a  nottme!  I 

husband  If  you  want  me  to  go>iway  thinking 

“It’s  not  that  Will  you  be  able  to  take  Jo'ha  J ““son 

the  happiest  woman  on  earth  thinking  we  g  ,5, 

For  a  mLent  that  thought  made  me  " 

I  feel  that  it  has  served  only  to  increase  y  E 

“Why  do  you  say  such  things’  How  can  the  happy  news 

nmII  ha\e  a  son  increase  your  gncP 
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“Supposing  some  other  woman,  charmed  by  your  husband’s 
valour,  gets  attracted  to  him,  won’t  that  be  a  problem  for  you’’” 

*  “No'  problem  at  all  It’s  all  a  question  of  who  my  husband 
fancies  If  he  admires  and  likes  that  woman,  1  shall  gladly  accept 
her  as  a  sister  Problem  or  nou  it  will  certainly  be  an  interesting 
experience  ” 

“Think  It  over,  Vnshali,  it’s  not  all  that  easy  ” 

“1  am  Vnshali  1  am  the  wife  of  the  Raja  of  Anga,”  1  replied 
with  equal  firmness 

My  reply  delighted  him  He  look  my  hand  in  his  and  said 
lovingly,  “Tomorrow  I  will  accompany  Crown  Prince  Duryodhana 
to  the  kingdom  of  Kalinga  Look  after  yourself  Sudamana  is  again 
taking  birth  in  your  womb  ” 

My  hand  was  clasped  in  his,  but  my  mind  was  wandering  in  the 
kingdom  of  Kalinga  What  kind  of  a  woman  was  she,  Pnneess 
Bhanumati  of  the  Kahngas'^  And  her  capital  Kashipura'^ 

4 


The  next  day  Crown  Prince  Duryodhana,  the  Maharaja,  and 
various  other  members  of  the  royal  family  set  out  for  Kashipura, 
the  capital  of  Kalinga  I  prayed  for  the  successful  completion  of 
their  journey,  visiting  the  Goun-Shankara  temple  daily  for  this 
purpose  I  don’t  know  why  but  every  time  I  went  to  the  temple  I 
wanted  to  go  in  the  blue  silk  sari  that  Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi 
had  presented  me  In  her  remembrance,  1  had  preserved  it  very 
carefully,  as  I  did  my  very  life  The  day  I  heard  from  Princess 
Duhshala  that  she  had  perished  along  with  her  five  sons  in  the 
Varanavata  forest-fire,  I  took  it  out  from  the  chest  where  I  had 
stored  it  and,  burying  my  face  in  it,  I  sobbed  uncontrollably  It 
seemed  to  me  that  the  good,  loving,  sweet-speaking  Queen 
Mother  had  wrapped  the  most  precious  affection  of  her  life  in  that 
sari  and  given  it  to  me 

But — her  son  Arjuna  had  snatched  from  me  my  most  priceless 
royal  vesture  It  was  not  possible  for  me  to  forget  Sudamana,  and 
It  was  not  possible  for  me  to  forgive  Arjuna 

On  the  occasion  of  Draupadi’s  svayamvara,  when  it  became 
obvious  that  the  Pandavas  were  alive,  I  shook  the  maid  who 
brought  me  the  news,  urging  her  to  inform  me  immediately  whe¬ 
ther  the  Queen  Mother  Kunli  Devi  was  safe  or  no  I  don’t  know 
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why,  but  Kunti  Devi  to  me  was  always  like  a  pure  and  noble 
goddess 

There  was  of  course  a  difference  of  opinion  between  the 
Pandavas  and  my  husband  There  was  a  special  clash  of  minds  with 
Arjuna  Referring  to  Arjuna,  I  always  reminded  him,  “Why  do 
you  find  him  so  uncongenial  You  have  no  kinship  with  the 
Kauravas  nor  any  rights  to  their  kingdom  ” 

And  his  reply  was,  “What  kinship  has  the  planet  Rahu  Ketu 
With  the  moon,  and  yet  it  eclipses  the  moon,  doesn’t  it*^  The 
assaults  of  the  lightning  crackling  in  the  sky  shatter  the  earth  but 
does  the  earth  have  any  kinship  with  lightning*^  Similarly,  Arjuna 
is  a  dam  that  blocks  the  flow  of  my  life’s  nver  at  every  step  You  II 


never  understand  all  this,  Vrishali  *’ 

Then  he  recounted  to  me  the  details  of  his  first  encounter  with 
Arjuna  in  the  military  academy,  and  concluded  with,  “An  ink- 
black  snake  fell  out  of  the  sky  from  the  talons  of  the  soanng  bird- 
king  Garuda  and  dropped  in  the  space  between  us  Every  time 
heard  this  my  body  shivered  with  goose-flesh  fear  My  feminine 
apprehensions  made  me  see  this  as  an  ill  omen  But  I  was  a  brave 
warrior’s  wife,  so  I  would  push  away  the  misgiving  from  my  mind 
That  the  Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi  was  safe  and  sound,  made 
me  feel  happy  My  husband  also  respected  her  greatly  e  a  ways 
said,  “My  enmity  is  with  Arjuna  and  with  his  allegedly  invinci  e 
valour  There  is  no  cause  for  me  to  be  at  odds  with  his  mother  an 
brothers  ’’  u  h 

News  that  the  Pandavas  had  survived  sent  a  wave  of  joy  t 
the  city  of  Hastinapura  The  citizens  were  asking  each  other  w  e 
the  Pandavas  would  return  A  corner  of  my  mind  also  e  t  re  le 
because  they  were  alive  The  truth  is.  every  woman  wishes  tn 
happiness  and  prosperity  of  all,  at  least,  a  lady  wit  a  ami  y 
other  desire  But — but  it  was  not  possible  for  me  to  forgive 
Arjuna 
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My  husband  had  been  away  m  Kalinga  for  three  w«  . 
month  Maharaja  Duryodhana’s  trusted  envoy  ^ 
brought  all  the  news  of  Kashipura  to  Hastinapura  jl 

him  roused  a  medley  of  thoughts  and  feelings  After  hearing  all 
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that  Prabhanjana  had  to  say,  I  felt  even  more  proud  of  my 
husband’s  bravery,  generosity  and  friendship 

Innumerable  rajas  from  many  kingdoms  had  gathered  in  Kashi- 
puia  on  the  occasion  of  the  svayamvara  of  Kahnga’s  pnneess 
Kashipura  was  hundreds  ofyojanas  away  from  Hastinapura.  in  the 
extreme  eastern  region,  the  eastern  ocean  was  a  few  yojanas 
further  The  fame  of  Princess  Bhanumati's  beauty  had  drawn  all 
these  rajas  to  that  very  distant  kingdom  Among  them  were  the 
illustrious  rulers  Jarasandha,  Shrigala,  Kratha,  Shishupala, 
Dandadhara  and  others  No  conditions  were  laid  down  for  the 
svayamvara  Princess  Bhanumati,  marriage  garland  in  hand, 
would  move  m  the  pavilion,  and  choose  that  raja  for  husband,  at 
whose  feet  she  would  offer  the  flower  of  her  life,  by  placing  the 
garland  round  his  neck 

As  soon  as  the  marriage  pavilion  filled  with  the  invited  rajas,  she 
entered  as  announced,  holding  the  garland 
First  m  line  was  Raja  Shishupala  She  cast  a  fleeting  glance  at 
him,  and  moved  on  Next  Shngala,  whom  also  she  did  not  favour 
Then  Dandadhara  She  rejected  him  because  he  had  bloodshot 
eyes  Next  sat  Raja  Jarasandha  of  Magadha,  but  Bhanumati 
passed  him  by  The  fifth  seat  was  Raja  Duryodhana’s,  behind 
whom  stood  my  revered  husband  Bhanumati  raised  her  head  to 
look  at  Duryodhana  and  in  a  flash  her  gaze  fell  on  my  be-all-and- 
end-all  husband  She  stared  fixedly  at  him  Seeing  this, 
Duryodhana  sprang  up  from  his  seat  and,  before  anyone  could 
guess  what  was  happening,  he  had  grasped  her  firmly  round  her 
narrow  waist  and  swiftly  swung  her  up  on  his  shoulder,  facing  all 
he  shouted,  ‘It  was  Bhishma  who  first  took  my  grandmother  from 
Kashi  by  force,  and  today  I  also  am  taking  away  the  Princess  of 
Kahnga  by  the  strength  of  my  arms  Let  anyone  who  objects  be 
ready  to  face  the  might  of  the  Kauravas  ” 

All  the  rajas  stood  up  Whirling  his  mace  and  brushing  aside  the 
few  rajas  who  were  standing  near  the  mam  door  of  the  pavilion. 
Prince  Duryodhana  expertly  made  his  way  out  My  brother 
Satyasena  had  stationed  the  chariot  conveniently  near  the  en 
trance  Prince  Duryodhana  smoothly  swept  the  arms  and-legs 
flailing  Bhanumati  inside  the  chariot  as  if  she  were  a  flower 
Satyasena  whipped  the  chariot  horses  An  angry  group  of  rajas 
rushed  to  give  chase,  but  found  the  entrance  blocked  by  the  Raja 
of  Anga  Shishupala  shouted,  “Kama,  Raja  of  Anga'  Make  way' 
All  the  Kshatriyas  here  have  been  grossly  insulted  ’ 


The  Death-Conqueror 


273 


“Shishupala,  if  you  are  the  Kshatnya  you  say  you  are,  figlit  this 
friend  of  Duryodhana,  Kama  the  son  of  a  charioteer  Remember, 
Raja  Duryodhana  is  a  mighty  Kaurava  sword  sheathed  in  the 
scabbard  of  Kama  If  you  dare  to  touch  the  sword,  remember  first 
to  destroy  the  scabbard  ” 

Along  with  Shishupala,  Kratha,  Shrigala  and  ten  other  rajas 
launched  a  concerted  attack  on  Kama  Prabhanjana  stood  e  in 
my  husband  and  kept  passing  him  arrows  The  arrows  shrou  e 
the  rajas  like  mist  enveloping  a  nver  A  deadly  battle  ensue 
the  companions  of  Shishupala  shot  arrows  in  swift  sucMSSion  on 
the  solitary  Raja  of  Anga,  but  to  no  effect  because  of  the  impen- 
etrable  skm-armour  Exhausted,  they  found  they  were  to 

advance  a  single  step  towards  the  entrance  In  fact,  my  os  an 

arrows  fatally  wounded  Dandadhara  and  Shrigala  It  too  on  ou 

for  Shishupala  to  realise  what  was  happening  In  a  fury,  he  tiu  g 
aside  his  bow  and  shouted,  “Arre,  this  is  the  Karna  w  o 
with  impenetrable  skin  armour  You  can’t  slice  'hot  armour  even 
with  the  sharpest  weapon  Fnends,  the  Princess  is  ° 

Don’t  lose  your  lives  for  no  reason'  The  rajas  scr  ■ 
stung  by  poisonous  snakes  Then  they  became  s  i  ’  P  ^ 
faces  Elephant-strong  Jarasandha,  having  thrown  his  bow  asithb 
pushed  ahead  and,  striking  h.spalm  on  the  re,  he  c^llenged 
Kama,  ’You'  Cunning  Karna  of  the  'mpnnetrabe  ai^our 
Jarasandha,  Raja  of  Magadha,  challenge  you  o  a 
born  charioteer,  you  parasite  of  a  mushroom  who  hrives_m  the 
shadow  of  Duryodhana'  Do  you  think  "‘’b'u 
lost  and  helpless  mares  to  yoke  to  your  c  ar  would  gladly 

‘  Jarasandha,  if  I  could  tear  off  my  skin  "rm™  • '  7“^ 
do  so  this  instant  and  show  you  that  even  wi 
cible  You  intoxicated  Kshatnya  ox,  ave  you^  under  the 

in  Draupadi’s  s^ayamvara  when  your  t  P^^u,nmber  that 
bow  of  Shiva''  A  duel  means  a  fight  to  the  oeain 

before  you  wag  your  tongue'”  shiva  and  become 

•Son  of  a  charioteer,  I  huve  Propumted 
invincible  in  duel — or  don’t  you  kno  and  challenged 

like  a  python  squeezing  a  rMV  b-band  fu^g 

my  husband  The  other  rajas  held  their  nre  j 

his  shawl  on  Pr.abhanjana’s  ®hn“Wcr  an 
flesh  car-nngs  were  ahame,  and  his  bo  ) 
full  tide 
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A  heart-shattering  duel  started  The  sxayamvara  pavilion  was 
transformed  into  a  combat  arena  Biting  his  lips,  Jarasandha 
pounced  on  my  husband  like  a  famished  tiger  But  like  a  massive 
ocean  hurling  aside  a  puny  boat,  my  husband  shrugged  off  his 
attacker  Then,  changing  his  strategy,  he  began  circling  his  oppo¬ 
nent,  and  for  no  apparent  reason  started  clapping  provocatively 
But  in  no  time  at  all  my  husband  had  pinned  Jarasandha  under  his 
thighs  and  twined  his  arms  like  a  rope-noose  around  Jarasandha’s 
neck  Jarasandha  choked,  his  eyes  started  rolling,  he  was  trapped 
in  the  ‘  Thorny  Arm”  hold  His  death  was  certain  A  Kshatnya 
raja  was  about  to  be  sacnficed  in  the  svayamvara  pavilion 
Jarasandha  raised  his  arm  to  signal  for  help  No  one  came  forward 
Maharaja  Chitrangada  horripilated  in  fear,  but  a  part  of  his  mind 
was  secretly  rejoicing  His  daughter  was  going  to  be  the  Maharani 
of  a  Kaurava  kingdom  which  had  such  magnificent  heroes  as  my 
husband  He  quickly  stepped  forward,  caught  hold  of  my 
husband  s  feet,  and  mumbled,  “Maharaja  Kama,  Jarasandha  has 
lost  Spare  his  life  The  Magadha  kingdom  adjoins  ours  It  is  best 
that  we  do  not  become  enemies  “ 

My  husband  spared  Jarasandha’s  life  by  releasing  the  “Thorny 
Arm”  hold  Everyone  present  had  the  feeling  that  Jarasandha 
would  slip  away  silently,  with  his  head  bowed  in  humiliation 
Exactly  the  opposite  happened  As  soon  as  he  was  freed  from  the 
hold,  Jarasandha  embraced  my  husband,  lifted  my  husband’s  right 
arm  high,  and  said,  “From  today  the  Raja  of  Anga,  Kama,  has 
become  Raja  Jarasandha’s  life-long  fnend  I  hereby  announce  the 
gift  of  the  city  of  Malmi  to  this  extraordinarily  valiant  fighter  of 
duels  I  have  never  seen  his  equal  in  duel  in  all  my  life  ” 

My  husband  reciprocated  Jarasandha’s  embrace  The  news 
spread  through  Kashipura  like  wildfire  Crowds  of  citizens  turned 
up  at  the  palace  for  a  darshan  of  my  husband  With  Chitrangada- 
ji  s  permission,  my  husband  traced  out  Maharaja  Duryodhana  and 
Princess  Bhanumati  The  citizens  had  taken  Princess  Bhanumati  to 
the  bank  of  the  Mahanadi  nver  and  were  waiting  there  for  my 
husband  to  come  The  chief  minister  of  Kalmga,  explaining  every¬ 
thing  to  them,  respectfully  escorted  them  back  to  the  palace 
With  shouts  of  “Maharam  of  Hastinapura!”  the  citizens  of 
Kashipura  bid  farewell  to  Princess  Bhanumati,  interspersing  their 
leave-taking  with  victory  cnes  of  “Anga-raja  Kama'”  My  husband 
left  to  the  accompaniment  of  showers  of  flowers 
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Prabhanjana  had  witnessed  these  happenings 
quarters,  and  he  gave  me  a  detailed  description  of  aU  that 
occurred.  He  raced  his  horse  ahead  of  the  others  ^ 

wanted  to  give  the  news  to  me  first.  “Maharani,  he  “id,  so  tag 
as  there  is  the  Raja  of  Anga.  the  Kaurava  head  wfl  h°ld  hjh^ 
Please  prepare  to  welcome  the  new  Maharani.  Light  p 
offer  the  five-fold  arati  to  the  Raja  of  Anga. 


Word  soon  spread  in  the  city  that  the  invitees 
had  returned  to  Hastinapura  with  Bhanuma  i  ®  welcome 

bank  of  the  Ganga.  Swift  preparations 

them.  Citizens  lined  the  mam  .  p^ncess  Bhanu- 

hands,  eager  for  a  darshan  of  the  new  Ma  ■  •  -gjably 

mati  was  now  Maharani  Bhanumati,  Empress 

"SdSr  o, .» •risriro.t 

phant,  Maharaja  Maharani  Bhanumati.  On 

right  was  the  Raja  of  Anga.  friend  of  Maharani 

his  left  was  ®"®‘ber  lady-protebly  d 
Bhanumati,  or  why  should  she  be  seaieu  v 
even  lovelier  than  Bhanumati.  .he  arati  welcome  to 

me  Queen  Mother  Gandhan  De«  ^f®;®"™  ent  palace 
the  bride  and  groom  at  the  flanked  the  bride.  How 

and  to  the  Raja  of  Anga  and  the  a  ^  Q^^en  Mother  to 

difficult  it  must  have  been  for  the  bl  ects  to  Grandsire 

otter  aratii  The  bride  and  ,  jher  elders  before  setting 

Bhishma,  Vidura,  Uncle  Shakuni  and  ^ 

foot  in  the  palace.  The  dear  fnend  of  the  Maha 
inside.  I  noticed  only  looking  at  the  lady-friend 

because  he  had  averted  his  fa“  ®  g  ,he  other  flesh-ear- 

of  Bhanumati.  It  was  not  possible  for  me  to 


nng. 


The  arrival  of  the  new  Maharani  wM^jl’^'^adve^^^^  Maharaja 
the  palace.  Both  of  “^  we"  happy  ^  h  ,ha  garden 

Duryodhana’s  life  would  burst  into  tlowe 


276 


Mrityunjaya 


of  marriage.  It  can  happen  that  an  unmarried  man  behaves  brrati- 
cally  out  of  sheer  frustration,  but  this  is  not  the  case  with  a  married 
man.  Finally  there  was  someone  who  could  put  a  stop  to  the 
reckless  and  harsh  doings  of  Duryodhana,  of  which  we  had  been 
hearing  often  enough.  If  a  wife  so  wishes,  she  can  divert  the 
destructive  rage  of  her  husband  into  calm  dutifulness.  I  wanted  to 
pass  on  this  art  tactfully  to  Maharani  Bhanumati — ^without  offend¬ 
ing  her  in  any  way.  The  life  of  a  high-achieving  husband  is  very 
much  in  the  hands  of  his  wife.  She  can  guide  him  in  troubled 
times — sometimes  with  the  help  of  her  love,  sometimes  with  the 
help  of  her  beauty.  That  was  why  I  wanted  very  much  to  get  to 
know  the  Maharani  better.  I  decided  to  meet  her  after  the 
marriage  excitement  subsided. 

But  before  I  could  get  a  chance  of  meeting  her,  I  received  a 
summon  from  Maharaja  Duryodhana.  It  was  unexpected,  but  I 
wasn’t  surprised.  He  had  very  likely  called  me  in  order  to  recount 
before  me  some  of  the  exploits  of  my  husband.  I  was  a  wife,  after 
all,  and  what  wife  is  there  who  does  not  wish  to  hear  the  feats  of 
her  husband  praised  by  none  less  than  the  illustrious  Maharaja 
himself? 

I  had  decided  to  wear  the  blue  silk  sari  presented  to  me  by  the 
Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi  and  to  take  my  maid  Mrinal  with  me 
but...  it  occurred  to  me  that  it  was  not  possible  for  me,  in  my 
pregnant  state,  to  go  and  meet  alone  a  male  other  than  my 
husband.  So  1  sent  a  message  through  Mrinal  saying  1  was  not 
feeling  well  and,  if  the  Maharaja  would  not  mind,  could  he  please 
meet  me  at  his  convenience.  He  was  a  haughty  man,  and  I  knew  he 
might  not  like  this  suggestion.  He  was  the  Crown  Prince  of  the 
Kauravas— the  would  be  Emperor  of  Hastinapura,  after  all. 

And  yet ,  there  he  was — striding  towards  my  palace ,  with  Mrinal 
in  tow.  I  saw  him  clearly  from  the  window,  so  I  hurried  inside,  and 
waited  in  one  of  the  innermost  rooms.  On  the  assumption  that  he 
would  be  furious,  I  was  trying  to  gather  courage  to  face  him.  No 
matter  what  he  said,  I  would  not  reply  back,  because  he  was  my 
husband’s  fast  friend,  and  he  occupied  the  same  place  in  my  life 
that  my  brother-in-law  Shonjdid.  Besides,  my  husband  had  made  it 
very  clear  that  Maharaja  Duryodhana  was  always  to  be  accorded 
the  deepest  regard  and  reverence. 

He  sat  down.  Before  he  could  even  order  her,  Mrinal  left  the 
room.  I  jingled  my  gold  bracelets  to  hint  in  which  part  of  the  room 
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I  was.  A  thin  curtain  screened  him  from  me.  He  looked  in  the 
direction  of  the  curtain  and  said,  “Rani  of  Anga,  you  must  e 
surprised  seeing  me  here.” 

“No.  But  I  am  sorry  I  had  to  send  you  word  to  come  here, 

but... I  had  no  choice....”  u 

“I  know.  Your  maid  told  me.  That  is  why  I  came  here.  Don  t  be 

surprised  I  have  come.”  „ 

“I  won’t.  You  are  the  Raja  of  the  Kauravas  to  all  others,  but  to 
me  you  are  as  close  as  my  brother-in-law  Shon-ji. 

“I  know  that-and  that  is  why  I  had  no  hesitation  in  coming 
here.  Besides,  the  reason  I  am  here  is  that  the  work  I  have  cannot 
be  entrusted  to  anyone  else.” 

“What  great  task  is  it  that  you  wish  to  entrust  to  an  ord  ry 

woman  like  me?”  „ _ _ 

“You  are  not  an  ordinary  woman.  The  wife  o  a 
be  ordinary.” 

“Your  praise  is  excessive.”  .  . .  j  .1,.  time  has 

“No.  It  is  not  excessive,  it  is  the  truth.  And  f j)",? 
come  for  you  to  show  once  again  that  you  are  no  ,  ^  ^9.1 

“What  extraordinary  thing  do  you  wish  ,he 

“You  know  that  the  Raja  of  Anga  and  I  both  went  to  the 
svayamvara  of  the  Kalingas.  I  have  returned  with  Pnncess 
Bhanumati...but  before  she  placed  the  marnage-garland  round  y 
neck,  she  made  a  very  strange  condition. 

“?”d  that  condition  only  bemuse  I  had  faith  ■njo“.; 

“In  me?  If  I  can  make  the  bud  of  haPP'nass  blossom^ 
marriage,  I  am  prepared  to  do  all  in  my  p  condi- 

because  you  are  my  husband’s  closest  friend.  \Vhat  was 
tion?” 

“It  is  her  desire  that...”  ,,  condition." 

“Don’t  hesitate.  Raja  of  the  Kauravas^ell  me  the  con 
”...  that  the  Raja  of  Anga  should  marry  the  lady 

her  sakhiC  .  ,  collected  myself  and 

I  was  stunned.  But  only  for  a  s«ond.^I  collecie 

asked,  “Was  the  Raja  of  Anga  a8'«o®bie.  .  u  ever 

“Kama  will  do  anything  „„  are  agreeable— only 

doubled  that?  The  question  is  whether  you  are  b 

“do  I  understand  that  the  Raja  of  Anga  sent  you  here  to  obtain 
my  consent?” 
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“Chhee'  He  knows  nothing  at  all  about  this  Am  I  to  take  it  then 
that  you  are  not  agreeable?” 

“Why'’” 

“Because  you  have  so  many  questions  ” 

“No,  that’s  not  it  But  don’t  you  think  that  if  the  same  dilemma 
had  cropped  up  in  Bhanumati’s  life,  she  would  have  asked  many 
more  questions’’" 

“No,  she  would  not  have  asked  a  single  question  She  would 
have  turned  the  person  out  of  doors  with  a  single  word  You  are 
not  Bhanumati,  which  is  why  I  have  dared  to  come  to  you  ” 

“I  will  do  all  in  my  power  to  make  you  and  the  Raja  of  Anga 
happy  If  your  marnage  depends  on  my  agreement,  then  I  am 
agreeable  ” 

He  rose  happily  from  his  seat  Unable  to  check  his  feelings,  he 
said,  “B/iuh/ii,  now  I  realise  why  Kama  was  prepared  to  sacrifice 
so  much  in  order  to  make  you  his  wife  ” 

He  adjusted  his  shawl  and  strode  towards  the  door  in  order  to 
leave 

“What  IS  the  name  of  this  fortunate  lady’’”  I  finally  asked 
“Supriya  ” 

He  left  quickly  My  pretence  of  enthusiastic  assent  collapsed  A 
co-wife’  Chhee^  Wasn’t  this  a  black  spot  on  the  happy  cheek  of  my 
marriage’’  He  had  said  her  name  was  Supnya,  “the  Supremely 
Pleasing  One”,  but  would  she  really  be  all  that  pleasing  to  every¬ 
one  as  time  passed’’  My  mind  was  bewildered  by  all  kinds  of 
doubts  There  are  times  when  a  man  has  no  choice  except  to 
gamble  with  fate 

As  Prabhanjana  suggested,  I  made  plans  to  welcome  the  new 
Maharam  But  a  very  different  Maharam’  Till  now  I  had  nghts 
over  both  flesh-ear-nngs  Now  Supnya  had  a  nght  to  one  What  I 
had  obtained  with  great  difficulty,  fell  all  so  easily  m  her  lap 
That’s  why  they  say  that  some  are  born  lucky 

8 


The  Raja  of  Anga’s  wedding  with  Supnya  was  celebrated  with 
tremendous  pomp  What  Duryodhana  had  predicted  came  true — 
the  Raja  of  Anga  could  not  turn  down  his  request  Truth  can 
indeed  be  more  weird  than  imagination  But  it  has  to  be  accepted 
because  it  is  truth,  after  all  I  resolved  never  to  hurt  Supnya  To 
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hurt  her  would  be  to  make  my  husband  unhappy  A  woman  ^ays 
chooses  the  way  of  least  harm  and  the  path  of  most  goo  at  s 

her  inborn  trait  -  n  tu  ♦ 

Supnya  was  provided  a  mansion  of  her  own  In  spite  °  ^  ^ 

had  taken  place,  my  love  for  my  husband  continued  as  before 
And  his  love  for  me  could  not  ever  be  even  an  iota  less  How  could 
he  ever  forget  the  incident  of  the  drenched  shawl  besi  e  e 
of  the  Ganga’  But  Supnya  had  gone  two  steps  ahead  of 
had  rudely  jolted  all  my  dreams  She  was  tactfu  enoug 
and  see  me  first  thing  after  her  mamage  She  ^ 

fully  and  said,  “Didi,  I  am  your  younger  sister  ^ 

my  life,  as  it  were  If  you  had  not  agreed,  1^°“  to  mv 

the  name  of  the  Raja  of  Anga  on  my  lips  Th®''®  , 

love  for  him  I  had  taken  a  firm  decision  to  obtain  the  flesh 

nngs  of  Hastinapura  at  any  cost  ”  becoming 

“Supnyei  It  is  wonderful  that  you  have  come  It  was  becoming 

difficult  for  me  to  look  after  such  an  sjiould^he 

handed  Just  keep  in  mind  one  thing-^n 

ever  be  hurt  Remember,  the  sorrows  of  big  m 

It  IS  not  enough  for  a  wife  to  tackle  " 

determination,  a  lot  of  patience  and  ‘h*®'P  '  ^  j,2(j 

The  visit  of  Supnya  healed  my  lived  up 

the  eyes  of  a  deerf  and  she  was  as  guileless  and  gentle  She  lived  p 

to  her  sweet  name 


I  had  an  excellent  excuse  to  converse  with  my 
married  Supnya  „  „  not  any  better  " 

“It  isn't  always  women  “fs„„nse,  “What’s  at  the  back 

Whenever  I  said  this,  he  would  ask  m  surpns 

of  your  mind'’”  Ynu’ve  gone  and  married 

“I’m  forced  to  say  what  I  have  to  y  brother  has  come 

twice  But  has  it  ever  occurred  to  you  'ha  jour 
of  age’’  What  else  do  you  expect  O'®  ^  j  soon  just  for  the 

“Vrishah,  1  think  I’ll  have  to  gel  Shon  marrieu 
sake  of  your  peace  of  mind,  otherwise 

“Otherwise  what'^*’  ,„,ai,otion  vou  will  take  the 

“Otherwise  just  *  rtiree^ndes  simultaneous!) .  and  so 

offensive  and  marry  him  to  tnre 
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become  free  of  all  responsibilities  And  you’ll  probably  marry  him 
to  the  first  three  girls  you  lay  your  eyes  on  " 

“Retaliation'^  Against  you'>  Isn’t  taking  my  own  back  against 
you  just  a  way  of  hurting  myself'^” 

That  made  him  silent  But  he  did  realise  that  unless  he  arranged 
to  get  his  brother  marned  soon,  I  would  find  some  pretext  or  other 
of  teasing  him 

10 


After  the  marriage  of  Maharaja  Duryodhana,  here,  there,  and 
everywhere  was  one  topic  of  discussion  only — that  he  would  soon 
be  installed  as  the  Maharaja  of  Hastinapura  It  was  also  rumoured 
that  he  would  honour  the  Raja  of  Anga  by  appointing  him 
Commander-in-Chief  of  the  armed  forces  Maharaja  Dhrita- 
rashtra  had  become  very  old  It  was  a  considerable  achievement 
that  he  had  governed  the  kingdom  of  the  Kauravas  so  well  all  these 
years,  still  the  elder  citizens  reminisced  about  Maharaja  Pandu, 
“Maharaja  Pandu  was  responsible  for  disseminating  the  fame  of 
the  kingdom  by  his  world-conquest  His  lotus  handsome  five  sons 
perished  with  their  mother  Kunti  in  the  forest  fire  Some  believe 
they  are  still  alive  If  so,  they  should  be  brought  back  to  Hastina¬ 
pura  ’’ 

These  views  of  the  citizens  were  brought  to  my  ears  sometimes 
by  Shon  ji,  and  at  other  times  by  my  brother  Satyasena,  or  by 
Prabhanjana  or  Mrinal  There  were  many  Hastinapurans  who 
remembered  and  cherished  the  Pandavas  with  love  and  respect 
When  the  subject  cropped  up,  I  also  similarly  recalled  the  Queen 
Mother  Kunti  Devi — and  with  her  came  the  remembrance  of  the 
five  sons  who  accompanied  her  1  never  could  accept  the  fact  that 
they  were  no  more  m  this  world  In  the  whirligig  of  Time,  what 
was  true  yesterday  becomes  untrue  today — and  that  is  exactly 
what  happened  The  Pandavas  who  had  lam  low  for  two  or  three 
years  suddenly  surfaced  at  Draupadi’s  svayamvara 

After  the  svayamvara,  they  immediately  sped  to  Mathura  Sn 
Krishna  was  their  maternal  cousin  The  citizens  all  surmised  that 
they  would  continue  to  dwell  in  Mathura,  because  they  knew  very 
well  that  Maharaja  Duryodhana  and  the  Pandavas  were  at  logger- 
heads  But  I  did  want  very  much  to  see  all  the  five  brothers 
together  at  least  once  in  Hastinapura  Among  them,  Pnnee 
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Nakula  seemed  to  me  to  be  the  exact  likeness  of  my  h«sband-with 
out  the  golden  curly  locks,  of  course,  and  without  the  flesh  e 
nngs  and  skin-armour  I  yearned  to  see  the  five  at  eas  on 
passage  of  Time  had  mitigated  my  grief  for  my  son  s  death 
One  day  that  longing  was  fulfilled  The  Raja  ^  Anga  a 
discussing  the  merits  and  demerits  of  the  beautiful  ladies  of  variou 

"'"vrrhali,  have  you  heard  anything  about  the  kingdom  of 
Kulinda'’” 

“U  nerefm  the  foothills  of  the  Himalayas  A 
of  lush  perennial  greenery  The  ladies  there  are  truly  apsaras 
heaven  I’ll  search  for  a  bnde  there  for  on  nUont  to  sav 
He  had  unbounded  love  for  his  brother  I  emissary 

something,  when  Maharaja  Df Tmer^ 

Prabhanjana  entered  called  i  have  been 

«ncy  meeting  of  the  royal  council  has  been  caiieo 

instructed  to  accompany  you  to  "le  .  ga, 

“Why^  What  IS  wrong’”  My  husband  rose 
“The  Pandavas  from  Mathura  ^  j  ,i,e  other  side  of 
Hastinapura  The  news  is  that  they  P  .  a,,are  of  the 

theGanga  They  have  come  to  clairn  hah  he  g 

kingdom  from  Maharaja  Duryodhana-that  s  wn 

wp  will  follow  Inform  them  that 

“You  go  ahead,  Prabhanjana 
1  will  be  there  soon  in  my  council  robes 

He  went  to  the  dressing  room  o  change^  A  hza^^ 

scuttled  in  my  mind  What  ^  ^  .  kingdom  Lakhs  of 

council’  The  problem  was  ‘h«  „  ^Vaves  of  poisonous 

heroes  get  beheaded  over  kingdom  ^  pursued  In  the 

inhumanities — what  should  ,|,g  jige  might  be 

eyes  of  the  world,  wealth,  king  ^  n,ore  precious  than 

very  desirable  indeed,  but  1'^'^!''°'''"'^ 
her  husband  Her  husband  is  h®""  '  j  gppmached  him  My 

The  instant  he  returned  after  changing.  I  appr 
mind  insisted  that  I  tell  him  some  '  „  smiled  as  he  said 

“Vrishali,  I  am  going  to  the  royal  councd 
this,  placing  the  golden  crown  on  ^  j,jl  today  But 

‘Wail,  I  have  never  asked  anything  from  >o 

today  I  feel  that  I  must  " 


282  Mntyunjaya 

“This  IS  hardly  the  time  to  ask.  I  am  a  warrior  of  the  Kauravas. 
You  are  the  wife  of  a  warrior.” 

“No,  this  IS  the  perfect  time  ” 

“Vrishah,  there  is  no  power  that  can  stop  me  now  from  going  to 
the  royal  council  Not  even  you.” 

“I  am  not  stopping  you  from  going.  You  must  go  to  the  council, 
but  on  one  condition  ” 

“What'^” 

“You  must  not  interfere  if  they  decide  to  divide  the  kingdom 
That  IS  all  I  ask  ” 

“How  IS  that  possible*^  Kama  has  dedicated  himself  to  resolve 
Duryodhana’s  problems  Don’t  you  know  who  is  responsible  for 
making  you  the  all-powerful  queen  of  the  kingdom  of  Anga,  ruling 
m  this  palace  of  the  solar  dynasty'^’’ 

“I  know  that  only  too  well  But — but  the  Pandavas  are  Pandu's 
sons,  after  all  That  is  what  my  mind  keeps  dinning  into  me  If  you 
look  at  the  Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi,  you  will  feel  like  me  too  ” 
Mention  of  the  Queen  Mother’s  name  made  him  suddenly  and 
unexpectedly  serious  He  adjusted  his  slipping  shawl  on  his 
shoulder,  and  stood  still  for  a  while 
I  broke  the  silence  with  “Don’t  take  sides  in  the  division  of  the 
kingdom  between  the  Pandavas  and  the  Kauravas,  because  that 
can  easily  lead  to  lasting  enmity  ” 

He  cupped  my  face  m  his  warm  palms  and,  looking  into  my  eyes 
as  he  used  to,  he  said,  “Vnshali,  when  you  were  discussing  a  little 
while  ago  the  matter  of  Shon’s  marnage,  you  behaved  exactly  like 
his  elder  sister  And  now,  talking  about  me,  I  had  a  fleeting 
impression  that  you  were  speaking  like  a  mother  of  two— mother 
of  the  son  of  Kama  you  are  carrying  and  mother  of  Kama  himself 
A  woman  can  play  many  roles  simultaneously  with  a  man  You’ve 
proved  that  today  The  beloved  who  lavishly  bestows  love  and  the 
mother  who  is  always  alert  about  her  son’s  welfare— both  can 
sometimes  exist  in  the  same  body  and  at  the  same  time  Radha- 
mata  would  have  said  exactly  what  you  are  saying  if  she  were 
here  ’’ 

“Go  then — but  to  listen,  not  to  speak  ’’ 

“Very  well  I  give  you  my  word,  I  won’t  say  a  word  ”  He  made 
the  promise  impulsively 

He  left  I  felt  relieved  The  beat  of  drums  heralded  the  arrival  of 
the  Pandavas  I  stood  near  the  window,  eager  to  get  a  glimpse  of 
the  Queen  Mother  Kunti 
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Half  an  hour  later,  the  Pandavas,  Kunti  Devi  and  Draupadi 
came  to  the  front  of  the  palace,  along  with  a  host  of  followers. 
With  them  was  Acharya  Vidura.  Not  even  a  ramshackle  chanot 
had  been  sent  to  bring  them.  I  was  pained  by  this.  ® 

window  I  could  see  all  that  was  happening  in  front  of  the  palace 
entrance.  Grandsire  Bhishma  and  Acharya  Vidura  embrace  t  e 
Pandavas  warmly.  But  there  wasn’t  the  same  cordialhy  m  the 
embrace  of  Maharaja  Dhritarashtra.  Maharaja  Duryo  ana  ep 
staring  at  Bhima,  whose  head  was  bowed  because  he  was  earning 
an  elderly  lady  on  his  back.  Prince  Arjuna  was  stanng  at  the  fl^- 
ear-rings,  and  Yudhishthira  at  the  feet  of  the  Raja  of  Anga.  ^ 
Queen  Mother  and  the  Raja  of  Anga  were  gazing  at  eac  ^ 
with  an  enigmatic  intensity.  Could  it  be  that  the  aja  o  ng 
trying  to  find  out  from  her  eyes  whether  the  Pandavas  were  really 
the  sins  of  Maharaja  Pandu,  and  the  Queen  Mother  was  replying 
with  her  eyes,  “Kai^a,  Raja  of  Anga,  convince  your  Duryodhana 
that  we  are  the  rightful  heirs  of  the  kingdom. 

At  first  sight  I  could  not  make  out  who 
carrying.  Who  was  that  lady?  I  tried  and  tned  but  no  ?"5w«''  w^ 
forthcoming.  Finally,  I  despatched  Mnnal  to  find  ou  .  She  pushed 
her  way  through  the  crowd,  made  enquines,  an 
with  breathless  haste,  *‘Maharani,  she  s  a  mai 

“Maid!  On  Prince  Bhima’s  back?  Dhatii 

“Yes.  She  is  the  Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi’s  maid.  Some  Dhatn 

or  Dharitri.” 

“What  was  that?” 

1  didn’t  like  the  name;  perhaps  rdo"n^^ 

didn’t  appeal  to  me;  perhaps  there  was  so 

I  looked  down.  The  Queen 

was  going  to  stay  in  his  thalched-Ieaf  hut.  ^  f  ^npa 

go  to^heLundl  chamber  for  the  royal  meetin^^ 

instructed  Prabhanjana.  who  was  Stan  g  ..  , tie  royal 

elderly  woman  down  from  BWrnu  s  «mcthing  ^ 

Steps,  Uncle  Shakuni  being  the  last.  I  i  could  hear. 

Mahsraja  Duryodhana’s  ear.  so  softly  that  none  could 
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I  could  see  only  the  back  of  Pnnee  Arjuna,  and  I  couldn’t 
believe  that  this  was  the  man  who  had  killed  my  son  How  graci¬ 
ously  he  ascended  the  steps’ 

Who  can  say  if  warnors  have  any  idea  of  who  they  arc  killing  in 
the  thick  of  battle*^  How  composed  and  gentle  they  look  ordinari¬ 
ly,  but  how  merciless  they  become  in  the  heat  of  war' 

11 


1  got  to  know  the  ms  and  outs  of  the  royal  meeting,  and  they 
didn’t  appeal  to  me  at  all  Wealth  and  power  can  transform  men 
into  worse  than  beasts  How  could  anyone  condone  the  behaviour 
of  Uncle  Shakuni  towards  Yudhishthira  who  wanted  his  share  of 
the  kingdom*^  I  was  disgusted  by  it  But  it  is  not  always  possible  to 
avoid  unpleasant  things  I  did  not  like  the  idea  of  Uncle  Shakuni 
leaving  his  kingdom  and  living  m  Hastinapura  He  was  at  the  root 
of  all  this  bad  blood 

In  the  meeting  Pnnee  Yudhishthira  spoke  on  behalf  of  the 
Pandavas,  “We  are  the  sons  of  Maharaja  Pandu  ”  That  was  the 
basis  of  his  claim  “The  just  share  of  the  kingdoms  won  by  our 
world  conquering  father  should  be  rightfully  made  over  to  us  ”  In 
spite  of  the  fact  there  were  elderly  and  expenenced  Kaurava 
heroes  m  the  chamber.  Uncle  Shakuni  interrupted  him  and 
retorted  cunningly,  “If  the  Pandavas  are  so  eager  to  get  a  share  of 
the  kingdom,  the  Kauravas  arc  gladly  prepared  to  grant  them  the 
vast  Khandava  forest  The  Pandavas  were  born  on  the  Shata- 
shringa  hill  It  suits  them  to  stay  in  forests  and  near  hills  ” 

These  words  of  Uncle  Shakuni  reeked  of  rank  injustice, 
hypocrisy  and  cruel  untruth,  but  all  the  heroes  in  the  sabha  pre¬ 
ferred  to  remain  helplessly  silent  It  was  a  great  mistake  on  my 
part  today  to  force  the  Raja  of  Anga  to  give  me  his  word  He  knew 
that  the  Pandavas  were  being  treated  with  rank  injustice,  and  he 
was  tembly  troubled  by  it  But  his  promise  compelled  him  to 
remain  silent 

Yudhishthira  accepted  the  Khandava  forest  The  meeting  gave 
over 

On  returning  from  the  sabha  the  Raja  of  Anga  said,  “Vnshali, 
Uncle  Shakuni  could  have  had  only  one  intention  in  allotting  the 
Khandava  wilderness  to  the  Pandavas — to  make  them  prey  of  wild 
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beasts'  What  happened  in  the  sabha  today  was  against  all 
pnnciples  of  nobility  Why  did  you  make  me  give  you  my  wor 
today  of  all  days'’’’ 

12 


After  a  two-day  stay  m  Acharya  Vidura’s  thatched-leaf  hu‘- 
Pandavas  made  preparations  to  leave  for  Khandava  I  desperate  y 
wanted  to  meet  the  Queen  Mother  Kunti  during  *  ™ 

residence  I  will  never  be  able  to  explain  why  I  was  so  a  ra 
the  Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi,  but  there  was  no  doubt  that  I  wa 
irresistibly  drawn  towards  her  Many  individuals  come  into  our 
lives,  but  it  does  not  follow  that  we  develop  any  special  relatio 
ship  with  them,  but  It  does  happen  that  a  certain 
on  the  very  first  meeting,  exerts  a  unique  f " 

be  denied  Such  was  the  case  of 

Mother  She  had  returned  after  such  « Mother 
fled  my  desire  /o  meet  her  and  talk  to  her  "  5l,g 

Kunti  Devi  herself  provided  an  excellent  ^PP  ^g_which  was 
despatched  a  messenger  from  her  hut  o  “ 
just  what  I  wanted  I  knew  ®  brother  Satyasena 

me  greatly  I  didn  t  waste  a  second,  Arharva  Vidura’s  hut 

He  prepared  the  chariot  and  drove  r"®  °  Queen  Mother  were 
In  front  of  the  hut  Acharya  V, dura  and  the  TT,e 

busy  discussing  something  Seeing  me,  oppn  as  I  alighted 

Pandavas  were  very  likely  visiting  t  e  ci  ^  greeted  her 

from  the  chariot,  I  touched  her  fee  “DauEhter-in  law,  you 

Sheraisedmeupbymyshoulderean^sa^^^^^ 

are  carrying  I  did  not  know  Ih  ,  Ip^p  j 

myself’  Each  word  of  hers  ca  ,prnble  punishment  fate 

associated  with  my  own  mother  being  the  ansto- 

had  meted  to  this  gentle  and  1  Maharan. 

crane  lady  that  she  was,  she  f  j,  pbanotecr’s  daughter 

had  deigned  to  enquire  after  the  weiiai^ 
who  was  the  wife  of  a  chanoleer-  mg 
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I  talked  freely  with  the  Queen  Mother  While  I  talked,  she  kept 
advising  me  lovingly  how  a  pregnant  woman  should  look  after 
herself  As  I  was  about  to  leave,  she  said,  “The  son  you  will  have 
will  be  extraordinary  What  have  you  planned  to  name  him*^” 

“If  he  IS  born  with  flesh-ear-nngs  and  skin-armour,  Kavacha- 
dhara  or  Kundala-sena,’  I  replied 

She  thought  a  little  and  replied,  “No,  bahu  He  will  have  neither 
flesh-ear-nngs  nor  skin-armour,  neither  kundala  nor  kavacha  Of 
course  he  will  be  as  handsome  as  his  father  Let  him  be  as  fortu¬ 
nate  as  you — name  him  after  yourself — call  him  Vrisha-sena  ” 

“If  that  IS  your  wish,  I  will  certainly  name  him  Vrisha-sena  ” 

I  took  leave  of  her  and  climbed  into  my  chariot  1  couldn’t  make 
sense  of  her  words — “He  will  have  neither  flesh-ear-nngs  nor  skin- 
armour  ’’  Why  did  she  tell  me  that*?  I  had  no  clue  at  all 

13 


The  Pandavas  left  with  their  mother  for  Khandava  They 
decided  to  dwell  there  in  a  thatched-leaf  hut  The  idea  that  the  five 
sons  of  an  illustrious  monarch  should  have  to  live  in  a  dense 
wilderness  rankled  in  my  mind  But  I  was  only  a  woman  What  can 
a  woman  do  except  silently  observe  what  goes  on*^  The  only  power 
in  her  hands  is  to  look  after  her  family 
I  broached  the  subject  of  Shon-ji’s  marriage  before  my  husband 
in  all  kinds  of  ways  One  day,  on  the  auspicious  full-moon 
Purmma,  he  did  finally  leave  with  his  army  for  Kulinda  m  search  of 
a  bride,  taking  Shon-ji  with  him  I  could  now  feel  relaxed  at  least  I 
had  no  doubt  at  all  that  he  would  be  successful  in  any  direction  he 
chose  to  travel 

He  was  back  after  a  month,  with  him  was  a  lovely  young  girl  of 
Kulinda  I  offered  arati  before  her  as  soon  as  she  reached  the 
palace  she  was  going  to  be  the  wife  of  my  only  brother-in-law 
Her  complexion  dazzled  like  lightning  flashing  in  the  sky,  her  eyes 
were  large,  nose  sharp,  face  rounded  like  the  Raja  of  Anga’s  Her 
name  was  Meghamala,  “Cloud-Garland” 

Shon-ji  an J" Meghamala  were  married  m  a  splendid  pavilion 
erected  in  front  of  the  palace  Their  union  brought  me  an  in¬ 
expressible  happiness,  because  I  was  freed  now  of  one  great 
responsibility  When  Shon-ji  came  to  me  after  the  wedding 
accompanied  by  his  bnde,  I  said,  “Young  brother-in-law,  a 
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garland  of  clouds  has  been  placed  round  your  neck  today  Take 
good  care  of  it  May  your  married  life  be  radiant  with  all  the 
colours  of  Indra’s  rainbow  ” 

He  smiled  knowingly  and  replied,  “I  will  marry  twice  too,  as 
Bhaiya  has  I  hope  you  know  what  I  mean,  B/iflh/n //  But  there’s  a 
world  of  difference  between  Bhaiya  and  me  ” 

14 


I»  Supnya  and  Meghamala  were  absorbed  in  looking  after  our 
parents-in-law  They  would  look  at  the  three  of  us  and  say  joy¬ 
fully,  “Daughters,  now  it  is  proper  that  Bhagavan  call  us  back  to 
Him  That  is  all  we  desire  How  wonderful  it  would  be  if  after  such 
incomparable  happiness  we  went  straight  to  heaven  Kama  is  the 
Raja  of  Anga,  he  has  two  wives,  Shon  is  also  happily  married 
What  greater  happiness  can  charioteers  like  us  dream  oP 
Pinching  me,  Supnya  would  tell  them,  “But,  Pita-ji,  we  have 
heard  that  heaven  is  not  for  those  who  haven’t  seen  the  face  of  a 
grandson  ’’ 

“That  IS  true,  Supnya  That  wish  remains  to  be  fulfilled  Vnshali 
will  soon  see  to  that  Isn’t  that  so,  Vnshali’’"  Blushing  with 
embarrassment,  I  glanced  in  mock  anger  at  Supnya,  while  she, 
averting  her  gaze,  burst  into  giggles  After  Sudamana,  there  had 
been  no  child’s  laughter  in  the  palace  for  many  years 

15 


Day  after  day  passed,  and  I  was  now  having  difficulty  moving 
about  When  I  lay  down  on  my  bed,  my  entire  life  would  fl 
across  my  eyes  My  father  had  died  when  I  was  still  a  little  girl,  and 
I  had  been  lovingly  brought  up  by  my  mother  an  e 
Satyasena  The  day  I  amved  in  Hastinapura  was  also  the  day  my 
mother  departed  from  this  world  I  met  the  Raja  o  [JP,  - 

first  time  in  Prayaga  A  horse  and  a  pot  were  rcsponsi  ^ 
meeting  I  have  always  been  silently  grateful  o 
providing  me  with  my  companion  for  all  my  I'cs  • 

handsome,  humble,  and  affectionate  Living  wit  ,  ,  , 

expenenemg  a  springtime  of  joy  Molhcrh^  is  he 

filmentofa  woman’s  hfc.  It  is  the  supreme  gift  of  nalurej^ 

of  glory  IS  in  man's  hands,  but  the  glory  of  birth  is  now 
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woman  Motherhood  is  a  woman’s  finest  and  loveliest  dedication, 
her  sadhana  Everything  else  is  pursuit  of  selfish  pleasure,  but 
motherhood’s  joy,  because  it  is  the  incomparable  ecstasy  of  crea¬ 
tion,  is  like  the  bliss  of  Brahman  But  this  bliss  is  not  an  easy 
achievement,  because  a  woman  has  to  endure  birth-pains  similar 
to  death  m  order  to  expenence  it  The  gold  of  motherhood 
emerges  only  after  refinement  in  the  furnace  of  birth-pangs  That 
IS  why  It  makes  a  woman  so  intensely  aware  of  her  selfhood 
One  day  I  found  myself  in  labour,  a  thousand  arrows  of  pain 
mercilessly  racked  my  body  1  endured  the  agony  with  fortitude  I 
had  to — for  the  sake  of  my  to-be-born  son  Life'  How  painfully  it 
gets  born — this  life  so  precious  and  so  desirable'  The  first  cry  of 
life  IS  the  baby  drawing  its  breath  from  the  energy  of  the  mother’s 
birth-pangs  Motherhood  is  a  miracle — as  ecstatic  as  it  is  agonis¬ 
ing,  as  hopeful  as  it  is  fearful 

I  gave  birth  to  a  baby  son  pink  as  the  fruit  of  the  wild  fig-tree 
My  body  felt  light  and  suffused  with  love  I  felt  exhausted,  all  my 
energy  had  drained  out  of  me  But  1  raised  myself  with  great 
difficulty,  out  of  cunosity,  I  took  my  baby  son  from  the  midwife 
and  hugged  him  He  was  the  exact  image  of  his  father,  but — but 
without  the  flesh-ear-nngs  There  was  no  way  of  knowing  whether 
his  skin  was  impenetrable  or  not  1  was  surpnsed,  I  was  hurt  The 
Queen  Mother’s  prediction  had  come  true 

Hearing  the  wad  of  the  baby,  my  husband,  Shon-ji,  Supnya, 
Meghamala,  and  my  brother  Satyasena  entered  the  room  My 
husband  swiftly  took  the.  baby  in  his  arms,  and  looked  at  his  ears 
with  a  restless  intensity  He  felt  the  ears  repeatedly  for  any  sign  of 
flesh-ear-nngs  He  gently  pricked  a  needle  in  the  baby’s  soft  small 
finger  A  drop  of  blood  appeared  Seeing  it,  he  became  very 
pensive  His  tall  frame  trembled  He  returned  the  baby  to  the 
midwife  and,  approaching  Shon-ji,  shook  his  shoulders  and  said, 
“Shon,  you  are  my  own  brother,  but  you  don’t  have  flesh-ear-nngs 
and  skin-armour  This  is  my  son,  and  he  doesn’t  have  flesh-ear- 
nngs  and  skin-armour  Why’  Who  am  iv  Arre,  why  don’t  you  tell 
me  who  I  am"^” 

He  continued,  “1  was  hurt  also  when  Sudamana  was  bom,  but  1 
consoled  myself  saying,  ‘My  next  son  will  have  flesh-ear-nngs  and 
skm-armour  ’  Today  my  hopes  have  been  shattered  No  son  of 
mine  is  going  to  be  born  with  flesh-ear-nngs  and  skm-armour  " 
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Shon-ji  kept  silent  and  still  The  Raja  of  Anga  turned  to  his 
mother  and  asked  worriedly,  “Mother,  why  is  it  that  even  this 
grandson  of  yours  doesn’t  have  flesh-ear-rings  and  skin-armour 
She  did  not  reply  Finally  he  turned  to  me  excitedly  and,  forgetting 
that  I  was  m  a  state  of  exhaustion,  he  shook  my  arm  and  said, 
‘Vnshali,  you  tell  me  who  am  P  Won’t  anyone  tell  me  who  I 


am*^ 


‘Why  are  you  so  agitated’  You  are  the  son  of  Radha- mata,  you 
are  Shon-]i’s  elder  brother,  you  are  the  father  of  this  baby  son,  you 
are  the  Raia  of  Anga,”  I  replied  softly  to  him 
“No,  Vnshali,  that’s  not  it  1  don’t  know  who  I  am,  and  no  one 
tells  me  either  ”  He  strode  out  hurriedly 


16 


The  name-giving  ritual  of  my  son  elicited  all  ^ 

nomenclature-but  I  chose  to  call  him  Vrishasena  The  commg  of 
Vrishasena  gave  me  a  wonderful  chance  to  entertain  myself  He 
kicked  his  legs  and  arms  so  funously  that 
worried  A  home  and  children-these  constitute  ^  ~ 

She  finds  her  joy  m  them  My  firs,  son  Sudamana  e 

for  no  reason  in  the  svayamvara  of  Draupadi 
times  tugged  at  my  heart,  but  I  had  to  forget  ““ 

Meghamala  would  not  allow  Vnshasena  to  '^e.r  la^s  even 

for  a  second.  They  smothered  him  with  kisses, 

Vnshu.”  I  felt  then  as  ^fel^'as^?  s:d'a.::^nrhad 

hundreds  of  joyful  peacock  plumes  1 

taken  a  second  birth  from  me  .  durinc  the 

Like  the  moon  slowly,  little  by  ''''t  rn  wLed  iM he  lovc^nd 
bnght  half  of  the  lunar  month,  my  baby  j  ^1,,  ,  wouldn’t 

affection  of  everyone  His  pretty  loo  E 
help  thinking  how  wonderful  it  would  have  been  had  he 
with  flesh-ear-nngs  and  skin-arraour  „  .  ^  ,  (.jme  lo  see 

Maharani  Bhanumati  and  Pnnees  _  I 

Vnshasena  I  was  meeting  the  turned  out  to  be 

thought  she  would  be  gentle  and  mo  ,  could  think  of 

the  v\ry  epitome  of  self-esteem  liv  coming 

nothing  else  to  say  except,  1  am  sure  > 
here  " 

"Why?"  I  asked 
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“Because  I’m  the  one  who  brought  you  your  co-wife,  that’s 
why  " 

"^Chhee^  I  never  saw  it  like  that  On  the  contrary,  Supnya  has 
increased  my  happiness  ’’ 

“That  may  be  so  now,  but  when  she  has  her  own  children,  the 
sweetness  between  the  two  of  you  will  not  remain  the  same  ” 
“We  are  both  wives  of  the  Raja  of  Anga  More  important  than 
our  happiness  are  the  wishes  of  the  Raja  of  Anga  ” 

“Vrishali,  Queen  of  Anga,  the  future  is  least  concerned  about 
the  wishes  of  the  Raja  of  Anga,  in  fact,  it’s  least  concerned  even 
about  God’s  own  wishes,”  she  said 
She  talked  so  irritably  it  seemed  she  had  come  expressly  to  pick 
a  quarrel  with  me,  I  kept  silent  The  purpose  she  had  come  for  was 
forgotten  She  did  not  even  look  at  Vrishasena  Princess  Duhshala 
did  take  him  in  her  arms  and  feel  his  ears  again  and  again  She 
kissed  his  curly  hair  repeatedly 

17 


I  was  truly  on  the  peak  of  happiness,  but  the  memory  of  the 
Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi  sometimes  disturbed  me  So  I  asked  my 
brother  Satyasena  to  let  me  have  whatever  news  about  her  that 
came  his  way  His  reports  made  me  marvel  at  the  exploits  of  the 
Pandavas 

In  less  than  six  months  those  magnificent  heroes  had  cut  out  a 
clearing  in  the  dense  jungle  They  had  toppled  massive  sky-kissing 
trees  Mace-wielding  Bhima  strode  out  at  crack  of  dawn  with  a 
sharp  axe  on  his  shoulder,  and  returned  only  after  he  had  levelled 
all  the  trees  and  thorny  shrubs  within  the  radius  of  one  yojana 
Leaving  one  brother  behind  to  protect  their  mother  and  Draupadi, 
the  other  four  left  early  m  the  morning  in  the  four  directions  and 
started  working  Land  which  for  thousands  of  years  had  not  known 
a  glimpse  of  sunlight  now  became  hallowed  with  the  rays  of  the  sun 
as  a  result  of  their  unremitting  labours  The  wilderness  of 
Khandava  was  transformed  into  a  level  territory 

Within  one  year  the  levelling  was  complete  After  that,  with  the 
help  of  artisans  despatched  by  Sri  Krishna  from  Mathura,  they 
began  constructing  a  magnificent  palace  making  use  of  the  forest’s 
enormous  wealth  of  timber  Bhima  brought  massive  blocks  of 
stone  on  his  shoulders  The  five  proud  and  determined  princes  had 
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vowed  that  they  would  never  depend  on  alms  from  anyone  The 
skilful  artisans  of  Mathura  worked  steadily  to  ensure  that  the 
palace  raised  its  head  every  day  a  little  closer  to  the 
Nakula  tamed  the  wild  horses  of  the  forest,  trapping  hundreds  of 
them  within  a  wooden  enclosure  The  consistent  progress  made  by 
the  Pandavas  never  reached  the  ears  of  anyone  m  Hastinapura  On 
my  asking  my  brother  would  occasionally  visit  Khandava  and 

brmrmefhe'a^est  news  I  had  cautioned  him  that  on  no  aceount 

was  any  word  of  this  to  reach  the  ears  of  Maharaja  D“ryodhan 
His  envy  might  even  stretch  out  as  far  as  Khandava— that  was  my 

“med  to  me  that  the  Pandavas  were  per^ctly  happy  basking 
m  the  blessings  of  the  Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi 

18 

Day  and  night  dehgh.edly  pursued  each^other.^lik^^^^^^^^^^ 

chataka-biiis  I  never  realised  that  fnr  his  eamboll- 

years  old  There  wasn’t  room  '  ■  La  ,nto  my  husband’s 

mg  “Father'  Father'”  he  shouted  and  ^3ya“fection- 

lap  My  husband  quickly  lifted  him  up  on  his 

ately  L  a  long  ime  Vrishasena  ™;!'‘X7u.venng 

strong  arm  and  gazed  with  big,  roun  uy 
flesh  ear-rings  Suddenly  he  reached  out.  felt  them 

hands,  and  lisped,  ’’Ta'  Ta'  Ta'  ..ynshu,  you  love  these 

My  husband  looked  at  me  und  m,  faraway  things 

ear-ringsv  But  you  can’t  “tha^  mental  pain  I’ve 

always  look  pretty  How^can  I  y 

suffered  on  their  account'”  Vrishasena  let 

As  if  he  understood  perfectly  w  stretched  his  hands 

go  of  the  tlesh-ear-rings  imme  y  yaars 

towards  me  Taking  him  in  my  ar  ,  •  U  grows 

old  yet,  but  he  understands  every  word  you  say  wa 

up-he’ll  never  listen  to  me  ”  ^^^aa  He  can 

ne:"r-^7rL^ot 

19 

„  u-d  decided  to  transform  the  palace 
Vrishasena.  by  his  coming,  h  auspicious  birth,  the 

into  his  own  laughing  domain  Afte 
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palace  was  blessed  with  a  whole  gaggle  of  giggling  children  He 
wasn’t  yet  two  when  a  son  named  Lakshmana  was  bom  to 
Maharani  Bhanumati  His  name-giving  ntual  was  performed  with 
the  most  unimaginable  pomp  ever  Which  was  natural,  because  he 
was  the  future  Maharaja  of  the  Kauravas,  the  grandson  of 
Maharaja  Dhritarashtra 

A  month  after  the  birth  of  Lakshmana,  Supriya  had  a  son,  as 
pretty  as  a  painting,  for  which  reason  he  was  named  Chitrasena 
Just  after  his  birth,  becoming  even  more  anxious  than  my 
husband,  I  hurried  to  see  the  baby  I  gazed  curiously  at  the  new¬ 
born  child  lying  on  her  bed,  but  he  did  not  have  flesh-ear-nngs 
either  It  was  quite  obvious  now  that  none  of  the  Maharaja’s 
children  would  be  blessed  with  the  divine  gift  o^flesh-ear-nngs  and 
skm-armour  This  realisation  made  him  sombre  No  one  really 
knew  what  was  actually  disturbing  him  Sometimes  he  would  stand 
for  hours  on  end  in  the  Ganga  offering  arghya  to  the  Sun,  for¬ 
getting  even  his  meals  I  worried  about  him 

My  husband  was  wealthy,  talented,  handsome — a  unique  combi¬ 
nation,  enough  to  make  any  woman  dedicate  her  life  totally  m  his 
service  But  no  one  could  penetrate  the  recesses  of  his  mind  I 
spent  night  and  day  with  him,  but  sometimes  I  got  the  feeling  that  I 
was  not  living  in  the  shadow  of  a  human  being  but  rather  within 
the  nimbus  of  a  divine  dazzle,  and  that  was  the  reason  I  was  often 
tongue-tied  in  front  of  him  Once  Princess  Duhshala  Devi  had 
asked  me  a  question,  which  I  had  not  disclosed  to  my  husband  He 
teased  me  no  end  to  worm  the  secret  out  of  me,  but  I  remained 
adamant 

It  was  an  embarrassing  question  “When  you  two  are  alone 
together,  doesn  t  his  impenetrable  skin  armour  create  problems 
for  you*^  Tell  me,  how  could  I  possibly  repeat  this  question  of 
Duhshala  Devi’s  to  my  husband‘d 

20 


One  day  I  got  the  surprise  news  that  the  Pandavas  had  con¬ 
structed  a  township  in  the  wilderness  of  Khandava  The  news 
pleased  many  people  The  township  was  called  Indraprastha,  and 
the  Pandavas  had  proclaimed  it  the  capital  of  Khandava  Many 
admirers  of  the  Pandavas  had  already  started  emigrating  with  their 
families  from  Hastmapura  to  Indraprastha  Every  day  the 
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lowland  choked  with  all  manner  of  weeds  and  grasses  Mists  of 
suspicion  and  distrust  gleam  on  it  all  the  time  But  no  one  tried  to 
patch  the  nft  Days  rose,  robed  m  dawnlight,  and  nights  departed, 
dressed  in  darkness  Two  kingdoms,  whose  borders  are  the  same, 
can  never  be  happy  with  the  embers  of  hate  smouldering  in  their 
hearts  This  simple  truth  did  not  strike  even  the  grey  eminences 
My  personal  life  was  happy,  but  I  did  not  feel  at  peace  in  the 
surrounding  atmosphere  of  discord 

21 


Happy  days  are  the  most  fleeting — or,  let  us  say,  when  the  mind 
IS  steeped  in  joy,  it  loses  sense  of  time  Vrishasena,  Lakshmana, 
and  Chitrasena  grew  up  together  Children,  no  matter  how  much 
they  grow  up,  remain  children  to  their  parents  Vrishasena  was 
now  SIX,  a  boisterous,  babbling  bundle  His  unending  questions 
and  doubts  exasperated  everyone  in  the  palace  The  only  one  he 
feared  even  slightly  was  my  husband  The  royal  sabha,  the  royal 
academy,  and  luinting  occupied  much  of  my  husband's  time — and 
whatever  was  left  over  he  spent  with  Vrishasena  Talking  to  the 
child,  he  became  a  child  too  Often  Vrishasena  came  up  with  the 
most  far-out  questions 

One  day  he  said,  “Father,  you  are  really  selfish  ” 

How  s  that,  Vrishu*^  All  of  Hastinapura  says  I  am  generous,” 
my  husband  laughed,  caressing  his  head  * 

No,  you  are  selfish^  Or  you  would  have  got  me  the  same 
beautiful  flesh-ear-rings  which  you  have  ” 

Little  one,  if  such  ear-rings  were  easy  to  get,  then  won’t  every¬ 
one  get  them-^  If  I  could  cut  them  off,  Td  give  them  to  you  this 
instant  because  you  like  them  so  much  I  don’t  much  care  for 
them  any  more  ’’ 

■  Ho*  can  you  cut  them  by  yourself)  Only  someone  else  can  do 
It  Ho*  will  you  hold  both  ears  and  your  sword  at  the  same  time')” 
“Well,  try  cutting  them  yourself,  in  that  case  ” 

“I  will—but  what  if  It  bleeds')  Mother  will  beat  me,  no')” 

"No,  little  one  Remove  the  ear-rings  before  she  arrives  They 
won't  bleed  Even  if  they  do,  I  won’t  ery  And  I  won't  tell  on  you  ” 
Determined  like  his  father,  he  immediately  went  to  the  arms- 
room.  and  returned  brandishing  a  small  sword  He  sat  in  my 
husband's  lap  and  gripped  one  ear-nng  tight  in  his  chubby  hands 
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Then,  pausing,  he  said,  “Father,  I’m  not  selfish  like  you  1 1!  take 
just  one  ear-ring  One  And  I’ll  let  you  keep  one  Saying  this,  he 
raised  his  sword  ,  .  j 

“Very  well  You  take  your  share  Hurry  ”  My  husband  ordered 
him,  and  looked  at  him  with  large  curious  eyes  to  see  what  he 
would  do  next 

By  this  time  I  had  arrived 

Clenching  his  lips  with  his  tiny  teeth,  he  began  slicing  my 
husband’s  ears  with  the  sharp  sword  But  the  sword  had  the  same 
effect  as  a  harmless  grassblade  He  tried  hard  and  long  We 
watched,  laughing  at  his  endeavours  Finally,  exhausted,  beads  of 

sweat  gleamed  on  his  forehead  and  he  wasn  t  s'’®"  ^  ®  father’s 
sword  tny  more  He  flung  it  aside,  and  climbed  out  of  his  father 

'‘‘My  husband  asked,  “Vnshu,  little  one,  what 

His  tenlv  was  so  unexpected  that  I  realised  for  the  first  time 
what  a  LLing  little  boy  he  was 
defeat  in  any  way.  he  said  with  a  natural  child  i 
happened,  father  I  don’t  want  your  ear-rings 

‘■Wha;  will"  d^with  them’  You  have  such  huge  ears,  and  I  have 

such  tiny  ones  Won’t  they  look  silly  on  me  towards 

Delighted  with  the  explanation,  my  h-^band  pulled  hm  towards 

himself  and,  kissing  the  ringless  ear-rings  are 

”lt’s  good  you  don’t  have  ear-rings  Wha  good  my  ear  rings 

going  to  do  to  me,  I  don’t  myself  know,  i  .  -gjjed  ii;,e 

Our  days,  happy  with  Vrishasena’s  P  f  memorie  of 

birds  scatiering  at  the  shot  of  a  catapul  'Je  memor 

some  incidents  lingered,  like  blurred  twilight  after  sunset 

22 

Ashvatthaman,  son  of  Guru  Drona  mT  He“  an'd 

palace  with  the  Raja  ^  The  Guru’s  son  who  neser 

Vrishasena  got  on  splendidly  ‘og=  ,  Jdown  arms  m  front  of  my 

admitted  defeat  before  anyone  would  lay  down 

1  I  sent  Mnnal  with  a  thali  of  fruits 
One  day  he  was  in  the  palace  ^ 

into  the  room  The  Guru’s  son  “/h®  u.most  senous- 

peeled  it  carefully  and  ■'^P'  ®  Ashsatthaman’’” 

ness.  My  husband  said.  “What  s  the  mailer,  as 
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“Raja  of  Anga,  there’s  a  worm  in  this  fig,  and  yet  the  fig  is  so 
lovely  on  the  outside  Isn’t  human  life  the  same‘s  Lovely  outside, 
rotten  inside  ” 

“Ashvatthaman,  why  blame  the  fig  for  that‘s” 

“We  won’t  discuss  whose  fault  it  is  But  it’s  true  that  life  is  not 
what  It  appears  to  be  Look  at  this  fruit  It’s  so  positively  attract¬ 
ive-looking  ” 

My  husband  did  not  reply,  but  1  noticed  Vrishasena,  who  had 
been  listening  to  them,  slowly  rise  from  his  seat  He  walked  to  the 
front  door  of  the  palace  and  straight  through  to  the  mam  entrance 
till  he  was  out  of  doors  Where  could  he  be  going*^  I  was  on  the 
point  of  instructing  Mnnal  to  look  for  him  when  he  returned, 
leaping  like  a  veritable  rabbit  He  stood  firmly  in  front  of  his  father 
and  the  Guru’s  son  and,  opening  his  clenched  fist,  asked, 
Chacha-]i,  tell  me,  is  there  a  worm  in  this  too*^”  I  saw  a  piece  of 
stone  in  his  palm 

That  strange  question  put  the  Guru’s  son  again  in  a  deeply 
reflective  mood  Glancing  at  my  husband,  he  said,  “Raja  of  Anga, 
how  simply  and  perfectly  has  your  son  provided  the  answer  to  my 
last  question'”  He  took  the  stone  from  Vnshasena’s  open  palm, 
looked  at  it  intently,  and  said,  “Where’s  the  worm  m  this  lifeless 
stone'  A  worm  can  breed  only  in  fruit  The  fault— the  fault  lies  in  a 
living  being  The  worm  feeds  on  the  life-sap  of  a  fruit  It  grows 
But  the  fruit  is  unable  to  eject  it  A  man’s  faults  are  like  that  They 
feed  and  grow  on  the  sap  of  his  folly  ” 

He  thumped  Vnshasena’s  back  approvingly  and  said, 
“Vrishasena,  throw  the  stone  out  of  the  window  and  place  the  fig 
in  your  mouth  He  placed  the  stone  in  my  son’s  left  hand, 
selected  a  fig  from  the  thali,  and  placed  it  m  his  right  Vrishasena 
Hung  the  stone  down  from  the  window  While  munching  the  fig, 
Vrishasena  had  another  surprise  for  the  Guru’s  son  Gazing  at  the 
cloth  tied  round  his  head,  my  son  said,  “C/iocAa-yi,  I  also  will  tie 
cloth  round  my  head  as  you  do  ” 

“Why,  little  one''  You  are  the  son  of  the  Raja  of  Anga  You 
should  be  wearing  a  golden  crown,  not  a  piece  of  cloth  ” 

“No  What  use  is  a  golden  crown'>  I  can’t  make  a  flag  out  of  it  ” 
“Flag''  Do  you  mean  to  wear  a  cloth  like  this  for  the  sake  of 
making  a  flag'’” 

“Yes  Big  people  tell  me  flags  fall  off  masts  in  a  war  So  this  is 
the  best  way  of  having  another  flag  ready  when  that  happens  " 
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His  reply  made  us  laugh  But  why  we  were  laughing-how  was 
that  innocent  boy  to  know  that‘s 


23 

When  Vrishasena  became  seven,  tars 

And  to  Supriya  also  My  son  „^“tll“he  extreme 

Susharma  Our  paren,s-m-law  TT,, 

difficulties  they  had  faced  in  thei  hureeoned  into  a  massive 

small  family  plant  they  "“‘^''^Vrishah,  you  are  the  goddess  of 
banyan  T^ey  always  said  to  me 

prospenty,  the  Lakshmi  ^ot  even  dream  of. 

flowing  treasury  of  happiness  Wh^ 

IS  happening  in  front  of  our  eyes  ,h,„g  happened  because 

I  would  press  their  feet  and  reply.  7'" ^Thusband  have 
of  my  coming  The  pains  you  took  for  the  sake  y 

borne  fruit  at  last  ”  ^  -ood  fortune  that 

“We  took  no  pains  really  over  him 
he  chose  to  be  born  in  our  thatche  ‘  ^  f^ns  of  our 

that  you  came  to  him  as  his  wife  These  are 

previous  lives,  beti  ”  „nndmother  as  if  trying  to 

Sushena  gurgled  in  the  lap  o  virtues  of  our  past 

remind  all  of  us  that  he  t°°  sleep  I  begged  of  her  to  hum 

lives  She  patted  and  humme  i  “When  Vasu  was  just  his 

the  lullaby  louder,  =■"‘‘,*’=”7 1  don't  even  remember  the  «ords 
age,  I  used  to  sing  this  for  In  ,hc  thatched 

clearly  now  And  really,  how  naliccV  Why  don't  >ou  sing 

Champanagari  hut  in  this  p|,,,eing  the  sleeping 

him  seething  that  befits 

Sushena  m  my  lap,  she  ®  hardship  had  this  mother  not 
How  many  countless  hills  cahsed  how  insignificant  I 

endured  for  her  son'  Thinking  this.  I  realise 

was,  compared  to  her 

A  year  after  Sushena's  ^ 

And  so  I  was  mother  now  Vrish.ascna.  Sushena.  a 

somed  with  these  three  “'"'=''7  J  t,  garden  To  Veep  up 
Vnsh..keta  Three  lostly  gpld'"  '<»“«* 
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with  me,  I  suppose,  Supnya  also  gave  birth  to  two  more  handsome 
sons  Prasena  and  Bhanusena  Chitrasena,  Susharma,  Prasena, 
and  Bhanusena  were  Supriya’s  four  sons,  each  as  good-looking  as 
his  mother  The  strange  thing  was  that  neither  of  us  had  a 
daughter  Again  and  again  I  thought — Wouldn’t  it  have  been 
perfect  if  there  had  been  even  one  daughter*?  That  lack  was  filled 
by  Shon-ji  At  the  same  time  that  I  had  Vnshaketa,  he  became  the 
father  of  a  daughter  with  lovely  long  fish-eyes — so  she  was  unani¬ 
mously  named  Mmakshi  Like  Meghamala,  she  was  a  lovable  girl, 
as  fair  skinned  as  a  ketaki  flower  She  was  never  known  to  cry  My 
husband  loved  her  even  more  than  he  loved  his  sons 
He  picked  her  up  in  his  strong  arms  and  said  to  me  once, 
“ynshali,  you  think  no  end  of  your  beauty,  don’t  you*?  When 
Mmakshi  grows  up,  Duryodhana’s  son  Lakshmana  will  want  to 
mar^  her  You  are  the  Queen  of  Anga,  she  will  be  the  Queen  of 
the  Kauravas  ” 

“Anything  but  that,  please,”  I  replied 
“Why'>” 

«in  ^  beconies  the  Queen  of  the  Kauravas,  won’t  you  have  to 
sing  her  praises’” 

his  y°“’'  husband  to  bow 

his  head  before  anyone,  certainly  not  before  his  relatives  ” 

out  ofT^’r''"®"  M  he  loved  teasing  the  life 

proverb  oi  ^eep  silent  Isn’t  there  a 

prOTerb  Qne  silent  person  defeats  a  hundred 

I  woufd’’take  ™  hours  wnh  Mmakshi  Seeing  him  play  m  that  way, 

where  and  hn  """  'ry‘"g  vainly  to  discover 

where  and  how  twenty  years  had  vanished 

heaven"  Vh''e'“nmv®  Hastinapura  or  m 

which  burst  m  1  k  occasional  memory  of  Sudamana 

which  burst  in  like  a  storm  and  made  me  miserable  He  would 
have  been  twentyfive  now,  had  he  lived  After  paying  his  respects 

^iThe  mherfare  Sy'"nusium,  “Mother, 

nothl  of  h  T  o  "  I  A™’  holds  ”  But  I  had 

nothing  of  him  left  except  these  obscure  memones 

25 


Many  new  faces  had  cropped  up  m  the  palaee 
Bhishma  had  married  the  hundred  Kaurava  princes 


Grandsire 
to  as  many 
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princesses  from  different  kingdoms  The  palace  hummed  with  the 
new  arrivals,  like  a  hive  buzzing  with  honeybees  The  glory  of  the 
Kauravas  vied  for  supremacy  with  the  peaks  of  the  Himalayas 
This  was  the  first  time  the  palace  had  the  chance  of  seeing  the 
romantic  spectacle  of  a  hundred  princely  households  functioning 
m  harmony  all  at  one  time  But  all  this  romantic  ambience  merely 
served  to  remind  me  of  the  Pandavas  The  one  major  difference 
between  the  Kauravas  and  the  Pandavas  was  such  that  I  would  not 
forget  It  The  Kaurava  princes  each  had  a  wife,  but  the  five 
Pandavas  all  had  a  common  wife  The  Kauravas  sister  Duhsha  a 
Devi  was  married  to  Jayadratha,  Raja  of  the  Sindhus 

I  was  puzzled  by  the  behaviour  of  Grandsire  Bhishma  He  was 
valiant,  elderly,  influential,  deserving  of  respect,  even  of  awe,  but 
he  was  amazingly  indifferent  to  the  Pandavas  He  never  once  went 
to  meet  them  while  they  were  transforming  the  wilderness  ot 
Khandava  into  Indraprastha  He  never  objected  to  the  injustices 
that  were  perpetrated  on  them  He  never  personally  orwar 
to  prevent  the  malicious  intentions  of  Maharaja  Duryo  /I 

he  never  supported  the  Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi  in  er 
ordeal  I  had  no  idea  why  all  this  was  going  on  He  preferred 
remain  an  objective  spectator  . 

The  kingdom  of  the  Pandavas,  of  which 
capital,  flourished  Like  a  seedling  pushing  Br’owinE 

kingdom  rose  to  become  an  astonishing  sky-  ig  wrestlers 
taller  every  day  Indraprastha  became  the  centre  “f 
warriors,  artisans,  singers,  dancers  and  farmers  ® 

territories  Hastinapura  was  the  fruit  of  the  pas  a 
tors.  Indraprastha  was  the  living  example  of  self  an  p 
exertions 


26 

Days,  months  and  years,  hand  in  '“^f,^^™“eep 

field  of  Time  like  children  playing  games  I  and 

counl,  all  mv  lime  passed  m  looking  f  ,tcomple“ly 

Suprisas  So  many  joys  had  come  rushing  o  ah  jhc  Kaurava 

forgot  1  was  after  all  only  a  charioteer  s  -r  Ycl 

'v.,mors  of  the  palace  honoured  me  as  the 

one  thought  worried  me  out  .about  this 

unmarried  Because  he  was  older.  I  co 
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or  argue  about  it  m  front  of  him  Nor  did  I  remind  my  husband 
about  this  matter,  because  I  was  averse  to  asking  anything  for  my 
brother  from  him  Something  m  my  mind,  however,  told  me  that 
the  Raja  of  Anga  would  on  his  own  broach  this  matter  with  me 
And  that  is  exactly  what  happened  One  day,  placing  sanctified 
rice  m  my  hand,  he  said,  “Tell  me,  who  is  this  sanctified  rice  for'^ 
Let’s  see  if  you  can  guess  ” 

I  joked,  “Two  must  be  inauspicious  for  you,  so  you  want  a  third 
wife,  I  suppose  ” 

“No  I  was  married  the  third  time  a  long  time  ago,”  he  said 
casually 

My  heart  missed  a  beat  1  asked  worriedly,  “Third  marriage'^ 
With  whom'’” 

“Look,  Vnshali,  you  are  my  second  wife,  Supriya  the  third  ” 
“So  who  IS  the  fortunate  first'’”  My  heart  was  thumping  loudly 
“Bowcraft,”  he  laughed  out  uproariously  He  pointed  to  the 
sanctified  nee  grams  m  my  palm  and  said,  “These  nee  grams  are 
not  for  me,  but  for  your  brother  Satyasena  Vnshali,  you  nagged 
me  day  in  and  day  out  regarding  Shon’s  marriage  But  you  haven’t 
breathed  a  word  about  your  brother’s  marriage  Why*’” 

“Because  though  I  am  the  Queen  of  Anga,  1  am  also  the  sister  of 
a  self-respecting  brother  ’ 

He  took  my  hand  in  his  and  said,  “Vnshali,  Supriya  is  much 
lovelier  than  you,  but  she  doesn’t  know  how  to  say  exactly  the 
right  thing  at  the  right  time  Where  have  you  learnt  this  art'’’ 

‘  Where  did  you  learn  bowcraft*’” 

“From  my  guru  ” 

“His  name*’” 

“I  can’t  reveal  his  name  ” 

“Neither  can  I  reveal  my  guru’s  name  ” 

‘Look,  your  perfect  answers  have  again  started  ” 

1  looked  at  the  grams  of  nee  in  my  palm  and  kept  silent  Each 
gram  seemed  to  contain  an  image  of  Satyasena-dadu' with  his 
marriage  crown  Tha(  largehearted  brother  had  accepted  aW  the 
hardships  of  the  world  for  the  sake  of  his  younger  sister  True  to 
his  name,  he  had  followed  the  path  of  truth 

On  the  day  selected  by  the  family  pnest,  my  brother’s  marriage 
to  a  charioteer’s  daughter  of  Hastinapura  was  solemnised  with 
great  ostentation  Because  he  was  Maharaja  Duryodhana’s 
charioteer,  no  expense  was  spared  His  wife’s  name  was 
Pushpavati 
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Within  a  month  after  the  mamage,  a  daughter  was  bom  to 
Maharaja  Duryodhana  The  little  pnncess  was  welcomed  into  the 
world  by  the  citizens  of  Hastinapura  with  rows  of  clay  lamps 
lighting  up  the  city  The  purohita  named  the  pretty  baby 
Sudarshana 

In  the  palace.  Prince  Lakshmana,  Pnncess  Sudarshana,  my  sons 
and  Supriya’s  sons,  Minakshi  and  many  other  little  children  grew 
up  happily  like  flowers  The  palace  was  too  small  for  their  antics 
Would  the  gods  in  heaven  start  envying  Hastinapura*^  That  doubt 
occasionally  crept  into  my  mind 

27 


Rumours  of  Indraprastha  roused  curiosity  in  the  minds  of  all 
The  Pandavas  had  established  an  independent  kingdom  o  w  ic 
Indraprastha  was  the  capital  Neighbouring  kingdoms  recognise 
It  as  the  kingdom  of  Indraprastha  Instead  of  Hastinapura,  all 
honours  went  to  Indraprastha 

Kingdoms  are  not  run  by  liberal  citizens  and  "’a^mficent 

mansions  Wealth  is  needed  for  their  running  .  j 

apura  was  eager  to  discover  how  and  from  where  the  a 
obtained  their  wealth  ^ 

Bhima  and  Arjuna  exceeded  all  limits  m  t  cir  ca  these 

throwing  neighbouring  temtones  The  levies  pai 
defeated  kingdoms  were  the  basis  of  Indraprastha  p  P 

'"on\Z!rdfnt,aroya,messengerfromthePanda^ 

up  in  Hastinapura.  bringing  an  invitation  on 
Rajasuya  Yajna  The  Pandavas  were  em  ar  .  p„of 

ya]na  on  the  full  moon  of  spnng.  and  they  require  ,  |  -nest 

Grandsire  Bhishma  for  the  religious  mw”- 

of  the  Pandavas,  Rishi  Dhaumya.came 

tion  had  been  given,  requesting  the  °  Vinedoms 

Pnnee  Yudhishthira  had  personally  gone  ^^•aIers  from 

carrying  five  golden  jars,  and  brought  «  yamuna.  Sindhu. 
the  sacred  nvers  of  Vitsata,  Purushni.  G  g  -,ali  and 

Mandakim,  Alakananda,  Iravati,  .  ^jiers  of  Ihc 

others  -nicse  waters  vould  be  V^'h^flfPcr  uhich 

Ikshumati  flowing  beside  the  palaa:  of  P 
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the  proceedings  of  the  yajna  would  commence  Ikshumati  and 
Yamuna  provided  the  confluence  where  Indraprastha  was 


In  front  of  the  palace,  on  the  opposite  bank  of  the  Ikshumati, 
the  sacrificial  pavilion  was  erected  on  a  vast  clearing  On  all  tour 
sides  were  residential  quarters  and  eating-houses  for  the  guests 
Such  were  the  rumours  that  flooded  Hastinapura 
Prince  Arjuna  and  Bhima  travelled  the  length  and  breadth  ot 
the  land  issuing  invitations  Everywhere  nothing  could  be  heard 
except  news  of  the  yajna  My  own  curiosity  grew  I  longed  to  have 
one  glimpse  at  least  of  this  brand  new  capital  But  that  was 
impossible  Nor  was  it  correct 

During  this  period  the  Pandavas  had  succeeded  in  conquering 
an  extensive  empire  The  treasury  of  Indraprastha  overflowe 
with  incalculable  wealth  brought  in  from  all  directions  on  loaded 
carts  I  got  to  know  of  all  this  from  the  information  circulating  m 
the  palace  Only  two  kindoms  were  spared  from  the  impenal 
expansion  of  the  Pandavas —  Mathura  and  Hastinapura 
This  was  not  really  the  first  invitation  that  Ihdraprastha  had 
sent  Draupadi  had  had  five  sons  by  her  five  husbands  Each  time 
a  son’s  name-giving  ceremony  was  performed,  the  Queen  Mother 
Kunti  Devi  sent  me  a  special  invitation  But  1  felt  that  my  husband 
might  not  like  the  idea,  so  I  put  off  going  on  some  excuse  or  the 
other  But  I  did  take  steps  to  find  out  what  each  son  had  been 
named  By  Pnnce  Yudhishthira  Draupadi’s  son  was  Prativindhya, 
by  Bhima,  Sutasoma,  by  Arjuna,  Shrutakirti,  by  Nakula, 
Shatanika  and  by  Sahadeva,  Shrutakarma  Five  handsome  sons 
But  the  really  interesting  description  I  heard  concerned 


Abhimanyu 

Abhimanyu  was  the  son  of  Arjuna  by  Subhadra,  who  was  Sn 
Krishna’s  sister  Like  his  uncle,  he  was  dexterous  and  blue- 
skinned  For  convenience,  the  Pandavas  had  established  a  code  of 


marital  conduct  Arjuna  carelessly  broke  it,  for  which  he  was 
punished  with  a  twelve  year  forest  exile  Dunng  this  exile,  he 
abducted  Sn  Knshna’s  sister  from  Dvaraka  while  he  was  camped 
on  the  Raivataka  hill  After  the  exile,  Pnnce  Arjuna  returned  to 
Indraprastha  with  Subhadra  and  Abhimanyu  One  point  surpnsed 
me  greatly  My  name  was  Vnshali,  Arjuna’s  wife  was  Panchali 
(also  called  Draupadi),  my  co-wife  Supnya,  and  Panchali’s  co  wife 
Subhadra  There  was  a  distinct  sound-resemblance  in  the  names 
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All  those  connected  with  the  Pandava«  worked  indefatigably  for 
the  Rajasuya  Yajna  Rishi  Dhaumya  personally  informed  me  that 
the  Oueen  Mother  Kunti  Devi  had  specifically  requested  that  I 
attend^  I  had  made  up  my  mind  that  I  was  not  going  to  say  a  word 
of  this  to  my  husband  because  he  would  n  ever  approve  By  killing 
Sudamana  Arjuna  had  done  a  heinous  crime  so  far  as  we  were 
concerned 

In  the  course  of  his  conversation,  Rishi  E*haumya  revealed  some 
very  important  facts  During  the  burning  of  the  Khandava  forest 
there  was  a  pitched  bavtie  between  Arjuna  and  the  fire  god  Agni 
Pleased  with  the  outcome,  Agni  had  presented  Arjuna  with  th  e 
bow  named  Gandiva  and  two  inexhaustible  quivers  Sn  Krishna 
received  the  powerful  weapon  called  the  Siidarshana  chak  ra 
Bhima,  who  had  recently  returned  from  Jarasandha  s  kingdiom 
Magadha,  had  obtained  a  divine  mace  from  Vrishaparva,  kirig  of 
the  rakshasas  Arjuna  had  completed  his  imperial  conquest  o  n  the 
strength  of  his  divine  Gandiva  bow 

These  news  of  Indraprastha  roused  all  my  latent  curiosity  It  was 
the  greatest  wonder  of  all  to  everyone  how  such  an  uninh  ibitablc 
Wilderness  could  be  metamorphosed  into  a  prosperous  ki  ngdom 

28 


In  the  meantime  a  spy  of  Hastinapura  m  the  kingdom  of 
Magadha  stunned  all  in  the  palace  with  an  incredible  'piece  of 
news  It  upset  my  husband  ternbly  He  was  teaching  ^  nshasena 
the  ‘  Thorny  Arm”  duelling  tactic  when  a  servant  broug  /it  him  the 
news 

It  concerned  the  murder  of  the  Raja  of  Magadha  My  husband 
forgot  Vnshasena  instantly  and.  shaking  the  servant  asked,  "who 
has  killed  the  mighty  Jarasandha*'  Tell  me,  who 
“Prince  Bhima,"  was  the  fnghicned  reply 
“B>  himselP  Impossible*"  ^  , 

“Bhagavan  Sn  Knshna  was  present 

That  repl>  silenced  my  husband  After  the  sersant  Icfl.  mv 
husband  kept  circling  the  room.  lost  m  thought,  his  hands  clasped 

behind  his  back  ,  ^  i.  »  1 1  k 

I  asked  Vnshasena.  ‘  Vnshu.  show  >our  father  Ihc  holds  he  s 

*  mghl  >ou  " 
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“Is  father  my  equaP  Call  Chitrasena  or  Lakshmana  here — and 
I’ll  show  them  the  ‘Tholy  Arm’  hold  ’’  He  couldn’t  pronounce 
“Thorny  Arm” 

I  thought  my  husband  would  pick  him  up  and  smell  his  head  and 
correct  him  saying,  “Not  ‘Tholy  Arm’,  little  one,  ‘Thorny  Arm’,” 
but  he  was  too  absorbed  in  his  own  thoughts  Something  about 
Jarasandha’s  death  preoccupied  him 

“What’s  on  your  mmd'>”  I  tried  to  break  him  out  of  his  reverie 

“Sri  Krishna,”  he  said  slowly 

“Why'?” 

“So  Sri  Krishna  did  finish  off  Jarasandha  after  all,  that’s  why  ” 
“I  don’t  think  you  heard  the  news  right  Jarasandha  was  not 
killed  by  Sri  Knsbna  Why  should  Sn  Krishna  be  involved'?  It  was 
B’hima’s  doing  ” 

“Sn  Krishna  was  involved  Kansa  was  the  son-in-law  of  Jara- 
sarsdha,  and  Kansa  was  killed  by  Sn  Krishna  To  take  revenge  for 
the  slaughter  of  Kansa,  Jarasandha  repeatedly  attacked  Mathura 
with  a  huge  army,  with  the  result  that  Sn  Krishna  m  desperation 
had  to  flee  Mathura  He  fled  west — to  Dvaraka  That’s  why  he 
arranged  to  get  Jarasandha  killed  The  ya/no  m  Indraprastha  is  a 
celebration  of  the  freeing  of  Mathura  I  haven’t  been  invited  to 
that  ya/rta,  Vnshah,  but  I  have  made  up  my  mind  to  be  there  ” 

I  was  puzzled  by  his  decision  to  go  as  an  uninvited  guest  But  I 
did  not  say  anything  I  knew  only  too  well  how  stubborn  he  could 
be  Even  if  he  gave  word  in  a  dream,  he  would  move  earth  and 
heaven  to  keep  it 

“You  are  eager  to  meet  the  Sn  Krishna  who  contrived  Jara¬ 
sandha’s  death,  is  that  if?” 

“Vnshah,  a  wife  is  halt  of  her  husband  You  have  proved  that 
truth  That  is  indeed  the  reason — but  I  also  want  to  find  out  from 
Jarasandha’s  general — Shishupala,  Raja  of  the  Chedis — ^what 
happened  at  that  fatal  duel  What  tactic  Bhima  employed  to  kill 
Jarasandha — I'm  eager  to  know  that  ” 

How  my  husband  loved  duelling’  He  would  always  say,  “A  duel 
is  the  best  te^t  of  strength  ” 

29  ~ 


A  day  before  the  full  moon  alt  the  Kaurava  wamors  set  off  for 
Indraprastha  Maharaja  Duryodhana  did  his  best  to  prevent  any- 
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one  from  going;  but  Grandsire  Bhishma  from  the  start  was 
strongly  opposed  to  such  interference.  He  told  everyone  explicitly, 
“If  you  wish  to  respect  elders,  then  I,  as  the  eldest  Kaurava,  a  vise 
you  to  attend  the  yajna.  But  it  will  not  be  enough  just  to  e 
present.  It  will  be  required  of  everyone  who  goes  to  do  exactly 
what  I  instruct  him  to  do.  This  is  not  a  request;  it  is  an  order. 

Maharaja  Duryodhana,  who  never  gave  in  to  anyone,  could  say 
nothing.  All  were  familiar  with  Grandsire  Bhishma  s  se  essn 
and  valour.  Whatever  reservations  some  of  them  may  h^e  had 
the  back  of  their  mind,  the  question  of  not  following  ran  sir 
Bhishma’s  instructions  did  not  arise. 

The  Raja  of  Anga  accompanied  the  others  to  Indraprast  . 
the  time  of  leaving,  I  performed  the 
“Grandsire  Bhishma  did  not  include  you  among  ose 
go  to  Indraprastha.” 

“But  I  have  every  mind  to  go.” 

“Who’s  pressing  you  so  hard  to  go?  .  , 

“No  one  It’s  just  that  I  have  to  go.  Sri  Krishna  wiU 
coming  all  the  way  from  Mathura.  Yajna  apart,  y 

broad  forehead.  How  incredibly  hanf  o™  climbed  into  his 

tilak!  Taking  the  dust  of  his  parents’  feet  he  cl  mued^i 
chariot  pulled  by  ivory-skinned  horses,  an  p 

”  Hl^Ld  indicated  that  his  desire 
Krishna.  Who  knows  what  great  mspirati 

from  that  meeting!  His  worfs  made  me  also  wanMo^.^_^  ^ 

Krishna.  My  husband’s  inspiration  wa  -  j 

wife’s  life  is  a  lotus  flower  placed  with  bhakt.  at  tbe 
husband.  Her  husband’s  happiness  is  her  pp 
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Scattering  cl  ouds  of  dust  along  twisting  roads, 
my  chariot  raced  from  Hastinapura  to  Indraprastha,  bu  even 
swifter  sped  my  mind  on  the  vast  vistas  of  117  past.  Swirls  of 
memories  rose  in  dusty  swarm is.  Twenty  full  years  had  passed. 
Twenty  years  is  a  large  chunk  of  anyone’s  life.  It  doesn’t  follow 
that  a  long  stretch  of  time  helps  one  to  forget.  Certainly  not  bitter 
memories.  In  fact,  as  time  keeps  adding,  ancient  memories  are 
churned  in  a  kaleidoscopic  wh  irl  of  colours  and  start  dancing  in 
front  of  one’s  eyes.  They  play  1  havoc  with  one’s  mind. 

The  wound  that  Draupadi’s  c  ruel  words  had  inflicted  on  my  self¬ 
esteem  during  the  svayamvara  i  m  the  presence  of  all  the  renowned 
suitors  remained  as  raw  as  ever  •.  An  insult  creates  a  festering  hurt 
that  doesn’t  heal  easily,  special  ly  an  insult  coming  from  a  woman, 
Or  if  it  heals,  a  grotesque  sc  ar  remains  as  a  reminder.  At  the 
svayamvara,  that  woman  had  actually  shouted  that  the  life  of 
Kama  was  fit  for  nothing  bu  t  meanness,  contempt,  scorn,  and 
insult.  The  soft  supple  tongue  i  in  that  woman’s  mouth  had  verbally 
sized  up  the  entire  strong  bodj  /  of  Kama!  What  worse  death  could 
there  be  for  a  warrior  than  th  is?  All  others  run  after  wealth  and 
power;  but  a  warrior's  life  revolves  around  nobility.  Which  is  why 
he  can  never  forget  disrespect  and  slander,  never  specially  when 
they  come  from  a  low-minded  woman.  It  is  impossible  for  him  to 
forgive  such  a  woman.  And  so  though  many  years  had  passed,  her 
poisonous  words  still  struck  m> '  heart  with  the  fierce  force  of  a  tidal 
wave  hitting  a  river  bank.  I  trie-d  very  hard  to  remove  those  verbal 
arrows  from  my  thoughts,  but  they  sprouted  afresh  in  new  forms 
like  new  shoots  emerging  from  a  pruned  plant.  And  they  agitated 
me,  they  roused  the  lake  of  my  mind.  My  son  Sudamana  had  been 
lost  to  me  during  her  ivayamwfro.  His  memory  recurred.  I  was  like 
a  wise  man  who,  branded  a  fool  by  everyone  around  him,  finally 
starts  believing  it  himself  and  rstarts  flailing  his  arms  as  fools  do.  At 
any  and  every  occasion  I  was  taunted  as  “low-bom”.  In  the  begin¬ 
ning  I  used  to  get  furious,  bu  t  when  a  cackling  woman  also  hurled 
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that  abuse  at  my  head  I  began  to  think  I  was  really  ‘ 

like  an  outcaste,  a  chandala,  or  worse^  I  'vas  prepared  for  the 
worst  But  nothing  was  going  to  stop  me  from  taking  g 

"'or’tmTh  ^a^;  me  a  supreme  solace  m  the  midst  of  this  cppm- 
bnum,  and  that  was  the  love  of  my  family  a^.j^gs 

solace  was  not  total  No  son  of  mine  was  born  would 

and  skin-armour-^o  there  was  every  '-k®  that  juld 

be  branded  even  more  shameful  than  nie  n  sp  hfe-kiilmg 

descendants  would  be  considered  lowcaste-thi  hfeMmg 

thought  made  me  totally  miserable  I 

Guru  who  flamed  in  the  sky  A  single  darshan  was  enoug 

restore  my  vitality  and  banish  my  despair  _r,i,e  Pandavas — 
I  was  racing  towards  Indraprastha  the  caP't  of  the  Pandav 
but  only  to  meet  Krishna  CasuaUy  C^LPyoustanngso 
Ashvatthaman,  sitting  next  to  me,  ask  ,  y 
intently  at  the  radiant  Sun’”  .  .«uigence  " 

“To  see  if  there's  even  a  faint  'P°Vd  ™ 

“Why  this  expectation  for  ^ss.ble  happen  m  this 

“Because  it  is  possible  to  maxe  r„ 
world  Haven’t  I  already  ,1,.  citv  limits  of  Indra- 

My  reply  silenced  him  We  en  .  palace  All 

prastha  The  chief  minister  welcome  Pandavas  had  been 

preparations  for  the  Rajasuya  Y  J  „afahed  for  Sn  Knshna 
made  in  the  sacrificial  pavilion  My  y  mystenous  as  the 

Blue-complexioned  Sn  Krishna  seemed  to  me  my 
blue  sky  itself  I  saw  the  magnificent 

My  astonishment  «*c®®ded  h  papdavas  m  a  period  of 

sky-kissing  capital  00"*^""®,  /  Khandava  wilderness 

twelve  years  in  the  middle  of  rnval  edifices,  armouries, 

Everywhere  could  be  seen  ‘^"P  ahing^up  to  the  skies  All  the 
Stables,  schools,  gem  shops-— all  llcshumati  and  the 

buildings  were  erected  on  the  ®  .j.ofthePandaNas'^No 
Yamuna  Was  this  magic  entirely  the  r  had  reccoed 

Sn  Knshna  must  have  helped  them  e  hopc- 

the  approval  of  Sn  Krishna  Without  him  tney 
fuls,  not  achievers 

I.  Ashvatthaman  and  P’“'>°*“"i‘o^Vcdtcn  doubled  He  had 
enlrance  of  the  palace  Duoodhana  looxco 
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no  intention  of  coming  to  Indraprastha,  but  he  couid  not  refuse 
Grandsire  Bhishma.  His  was  a  token  visit  as  if  he  was  carrying  the 
weight  of  all  the  Himalayas  on  his  chest. 

The  chief  minister  of  the  Pandavas  stood  in  front  of  us,  but  all 
three  of  us  felt  it  not  proper  that  we  enter  with  him.  We  were 
Kaurava  warriors,  not  ordinary  invited  guests.  In  the  meantime. 
Prince  Yudhishthira  spotted  us  from  inside  the  pavilion,  and 
immediately  came  out.  He  took  Ashvatthaman’s  hand  lovingly  in 
his  and,  looking  at  Duryodhana,  said,  “Noble  one,  hasn’t 
Maharani  Bhanumati  come  with  you?”  Duryodhana  kept  silent. 
Yudhishthira  glanced  at  me,  startled.  He  fixed  his  gaze  on  my  feet. 
All  stood  by,  quiet. 

Breaking  the  silence,  Ashvatthaman  asked  him,  “Yudhishthira, 
are  all  preparations  for  the  yajna  ready?” 

“Yes,  Guru’s  son.  We  are  waiting  for  someone  who’s  an  auth¬ 
ority  on  the  yajna  to  turn  up.” 

“Who?” 

“Sri  Krishna,”  Yudhishthira  replied,  still  staring  at  my  feet.  His 
forehead  was  wrinkled. 

“In  that  case,  why  not  show  us  round  the  splendours  of  the 
palace  until  he  arrives?”  Ashvatthaman  said,  tightening  under  his 
chin  the  knot  of  the  white  head-cloth  which  had  come  loose  during 
the  journey. 

“Come,”  Yudhishthira  said,  and  instructed  his  chief  minister  to 
escort  us  inside. 

Whenever  Yudhishthira  and  1  met,  he  made  it  a  point  of  staring 
at  my  feet.  Was  that  his  way  of  telling  me  that  my  position  was  a 
lowly  one?  that  I  was  only  a  charioteer’s  son? 

We  accompanied  the  chief  minister  inside  the  pavilion.  Grand¬ 
sire  Bhishma,  Acharya  Vidura  and  Drona  were  already  there, 
inspecting  the  arrangements. 

TTiat  marvellous  pavilion  was  packed  full  with  rishis  and  other 
holy  men  from  various  countries.  For  a  moment  I  felt  that  we  were 
standing  in  front  of  an  ashram.  Kings  from  various  territories  had 
already  taken  their  seats,  in  the  enclosure  reserved  for  royalty. 
Among  them  were  illustrious  names;  Karakayu,  Kunkada, 
Kanakdhvaja,  Dridhadhanva,  Jayadratha,  Bhoja,  Nandaka, 
Rochaman,  Drupada,  Senabindu,  Kritavarman,  and  Shishupala. 
In  the  eastern  section,  a  lavish  yajna  pit  and  near  it  a  yajna  altar 
had  been  constructed.  On  all  four  sides  of  the  pit  exquisite  alpana- 
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designs  had  been  painted;  around  the  alpana  sat  eiderly  rishis  mi 
tiger-skin  mats.  Within  their  easy  reach  were  smali  heaps  ot 
various  kinds  of  firewood  for  the  yajna-.  wiid  ^*8  .j"  /  ’ 

pipal,  banyan,  mango,  champak,  and  others.  In  a  shor  w  '  ^ 

wouid  be  offered  into  the  sacred  fire.  For  *>>2 
there  were  golden  jars  filled  with  ghee,  milk,  and  wa  ers  r 
holy  rivers;  they  gleamed  in  the  light  of  the  .  f  g  : 

eastern  corner,  the  golden  throne  on  which  , 

Krishna  would  be  ensconced  was  a  grand  ®  '"ctonc  nf  the 

We  walked  along  the  pavilion  till  we  ®  Cnhadeva 

palace,  where  we  saw  Bhima,  Arjuna  Nakula  and  Sahadeja^ 

Seeing  Arjuna,  the  sea  of  my  memories 

the  oL  to  receive  the  blue  lotus  garland  at  fa  arena  and^  the 
white  lotus  garland  at  the  svayamvara.  Why.  ^  j  on 

happened  to  be  a  Kshatriya.  I  ’’^8?"  "°^"f,^h™aJSngs.  But  I 
my  mind’s  bow.  He  was  stanng  straight  at  my  should  he 

don’t  think  he  was  interested  in  talking  to  fa-  Kshatriya 

be?  There  was  no  social  injunction  to  the  a«ac'  'hat  a  K 
had  to  speak  to  a  charioteer’s  son.  He  P™'"’  ,  .  for  the 

apparently  under  the  impression  that  he  had  taken  birth 

sole  purpose  of  trampling  eveyone  >n  ='8  ’  „arby,  observed  all 
The  five  sons  of  the  five  Pandavas,  standing  ne  y, 

this  with  astonishment.  ji,, Kama’s  ears?  He  was 

“Arjuna,  why  are  you  staring  so  '/forwhh  your  blue 

born  with  those  ear-rings,  just  as  you  ,  gj  hj,  foot  on  the 
skin,”  Ashvatthaman,  laughing,  said  a  P  .  |j  j,,  of  every 
palace  steps.  He  always  tried  his  best  to  make  lign 

I  imed  my  head  slowly  to  take  in  the  f  j  "w  afady, 

palace  building.  On  the  white  parape  o  white.  She  stood 

her  left  palm  on  the  ledge.  She  was  r  ^  yellowish  string  in 

there,  unmoving,  like  a  devi  in  a  t«nP  ■  ^  J^y  eyes  met  hers, 

her  right  hand,  but  not  very  clearly.  Th  object  in  her 

the  devi-image  faltered.  As  she  ma  e  f,,, /astonished  every- 
hand  slipped  accidentally  and  fell  nca  >  ’  ,o  pick  up  the 

one  looked  at  my  feet.  Dutyodhana  s  ep^  hand-omaraent  for  a 
object,  but  I  forestalled  him.  It  was  a  8  Thinking.  For  uhom 
baby.  There  was  no  baby  boy  in P  „„  ornament  ft  fo' 

could  the  lady  have  ordered  such  an  I  clanccd  again  in  the 

princes!  I  handed  it  to  the  chief  minister,  g 
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direction  of  the  balcony  There  was  no  one  there  That  white-stone 
balcony  was  shining  in  the  rays  of  the  setting  sun 

We  climbed  the  palace  steps,  but  that  hand-ornament  haunted 
me  I  asked  the  chief  minister,  “Who  was  the  lady  on  the 
balcony'’” 

“The  Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi  She  ordered  this  hand- 
ornament  for  the  son  of  some  illustrious  warrior  of  Hastinapura.J 
know  because  I  heard  the  instructions  she  gave  the  goldsmith  I 
had  him  brought  here  from  Mathura  ” 

Who  could  this  “illustrious  warrior  of  Hastmapura"  be'’  I  asked 
myself  and  couldn’t  think  of  anyone  suitable  Anyway,  what 
concern  of  mine  was  lO  Thinking  this,  I  dropped  the  matter 
The  chief  minister  started  describing  the  palace  'The  ancient 
palace  of  Hastmapura  appeared  to  me  to  be  pale  and  insignificant 
m  comparison  to  this  glorious  architecture  It  was  impossible  not 
to  praise  the  skill  of  the  artisans  who  had  constructed  the  numer¬ 
ous  palaces  and  their  halls  On  the  walls  were  colourful  paintings 
depicting  the  chief  episodes  in  the  lives  of  the  Kaurava  ancestors 
The  council  hall  of  the  royal  sabha  was  the  ultimate  example  of  the 
art  of  painting  Many  scenes  were  depicted  on  its  walls  Grandsire 
Bhishma  abducting  the  daughters  of  the  Raja  of  Kashi,  Maharaja 
Shantanu  gazing  entranced  at  the  fish-odorous  daughter  of  the 
fisher  king  on  the  bank  of  the  river,  Maharaja  Devapi  renouncing 
his  kingdom  and  with  raised  arm  bidding  farewell  to  the  citizens  of 
Hastmapura  before  departing  to  the  forest  for  spiritual  medita¬ 
tion,  Maharaja  Pandu  on  a  hunting  expedition  in  the  forest,  the 
deer,  slam  by  Maharaja  Pandu,  transformed  into  a  wrathful  rishi, 
Maharaja  Pandu,  with  a  curse  on  his  head,  leaving  the  city  with  his 
wives  with  bowed  heads,  Maharaja  Pandu,  dressed  in  rishi’s  robes 
in  a  forest,  with  his  two  wives  on  either  side,  Maharaja  Pandu  and 
five  boys  playing  in  his  presence  Seeing  all  these  and  many  other 
paintings  made  one’s  mind  return  to  the  recesses  of  the  past.  In 
comparison  to  the  Hastmapura  palace  hall,  this  one  appeared  to 
me  infinitely  more  attractive  and  elegant  But  1  missed  one  thing — 
the  image  of  the  Sun-God  Exactly  where,  behind  the  throne,  the 
Kauravas  had  installed  the  pure  gold  image  of  the  Sun-God,  the 
Pandavas  had  placed  the  image  of  the  blue-skinned  flute-player  Sri 
Krishna  This  must  have  been  the  sign  of  their  bhakti  for  Sri 
Krishna 
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After  the  tour  of  the  palace  rooms,  we  visited  the  palace  of  the 
royal  ladies  Their  rooms  were  unparalleled  in  elegance  ines  an 
creepers  were  carved  on  the  white  stone  pillars,  and  various  ^ce 
poses  also  Tall  mirrors  for  hair-dressing  had  been  embedded  in 
vine-and-creeper-bordered  niches  Scenes  depicting  s'S"' ' 
events  in  the  lives  of  the  royal  personages  were  pain  e 
walls  I  could  recognise  all  of  them  with  no  difficu 
father  had  off  and  on  narrated  to  me  the  history  o  e 
dynasty  Each  painting  struck  me  as  lifelike  and  cap  ‘  ® 
scenes  were  obviously  very  ancient,  but  they  appear 

“uZrs"?  o.,  p...™  -  M--;- 

imploring  the  apsara  and,  with  passionate  erv  ,  , 

vines  and  trees,  Nahusha  leading  his  troops  ,  i,e„g,ng 

Indra,  Yayati  falling  at  the  feet  of  Acharya  “  ^ 
forgiveness  for  his  crimes  while  his  curiously  at 

Devayam,  stood  proudly  near  him,  Shakunta  S  |  Satyavati 
her  son  Bharata  counting  the  teeth  of  a 
always  trying  to  do  her  best  for  the  Um^" 

Kaurava  dynasty,  and  many  more  ghmp  silently 

appeared  vividly  on  the  walls  It  seemed  as  if  they  wer 

speaking  their  life-stones  to  us  ^  understand- 

There  was  one  painting,  however,  I  ,,,c,(,us  quality,  an 
mg.  It  had  poignance  and  > 

unbearable  intensity  But  it  failed  t  fed  after  seeing  that 

couldn’t  make  out  what  one  was  expec  _ 

painting  It  had  enthusiasm,  it  stirre  J“”jj.gJgndously  compell- 
thing  else'’  It  was  difficult  to  say  It  _r  to  that  of  all  the 

ing-and  its  arrangement  of  colours  was  superior 

other  paintings  ^  blue  background  A 

One  scene  depicted  a  large  n  "  and,  stooping,  was 
tottering  old  maid  had  descended  t  waters  Near  the  bank 

sliding  a  wicker  basket  inside  the  t™  '  ^ands  and  sobbing 
was  a  young  girl,  covering  her  “e  with  ^er  ^ 

From  her  royal  dress  it  was  clear  s  drops  of  ^vate^ 

soft  breeze  was  playing  with  her  one  ^  ^  rcceni 

dripped  from  her  bodice,  probaby  I  wondered  and 

shower  Why  were  the  water  drops  hank  of  the  river,  the 

could  not  find  an  answer  On  the  ^PP  ugtween  two  mountain 
radiant  orb  of  the  sun  had  been  painted  between 
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peaks,  and  from  the  molten  golden  centre  of  that  orb  a  flaming  ray 
of  light  connected  with  the  wicker  basket.  Was  the  astute  artist 
trying  to  convey  the  idea  that  the  maid  was  offering  the  basket  to 
the  Sun?  A  white  cow  was  drinking  from  the  river.  Her  pretty  new¬ 
born  calf,  tail  erect,  was  frisking  and  vainly  trying  to  get  at  her 
teats.  The  painting  impressed  me  greatly. 

I  gazed  long  at  that  painting  and  concentrated  hard  but  couldn’t 
recall  anyone  telling  me  anything  about  the  scene  at  any  time. 
Finally,  out  of  curiosity  I  asked  the  chief  minister,  “What  is  this 
scene  about,  sir?” 

“I  am  not  sure  myself.  The  Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi  had 
desired  such  a  scene  to  be  depicted,  and  so  I  obtained  the  services 
of  the  finest  artist  in  Mathura.  After  he  had  finished  it,  I  requested 
the  Queen  Mother  to  come  and  see  it.  Seeing  it,  she  was  stupefied. 
The  artist  thought  she  was  not  happy  with  the  painting,  so  he 
asked,  ‘Queen  Mother,  if  I  could  know  what  was  in  the  wicker 
basket  I  think  I  could  do  a  far  be'tter  job  of  catching  the  finer 
nuances.’”  ° 

What  did  the  Queen  Mother  reply?”  1  asked  ea’gerly  because 
that  query  was  exactly  what  was  in  my  mind. 

“She  heaved  a  profound  sigh  and  replied  that  only  Rishi 
Durvasas  knew  what  was  in  the  basket,”  the  chief  minister 
answered. 

Is  Rishi  Durvasas  among  those  holy  men  who  have  come  to  the 
yajna  pavilion?”  I  was  touched  by  the  poignant  quality  of  the 
painting.  I  had  to  find  out  what  was  in  that  basket,  which  is  what 
prompted  me  to  ask. 

“No,”  was  the  reply. 

We  came  out  of  the  room.  Much  as  1  wanted,  etiquette  forbade 
me  to  question  further. 

We  ^  the  entire  palace  complex  with  the  exception  of  one 
room.  The  chief  minister  informed  us  that  all  the  objects  in  that 
room  were  illusions. 

Ashvatthaman  said  jokingly,  “This  whole  world  is  an  illusion,  if 
you  come  to  that.” 

We  did  enter  that  room;  Duryodhana  led  us,  swinging  his  mace. 
As  soon  as  we  entered,  I  noticed  Draupadi  on  the  steps,  sur¬ 
rounded  by  her  maids.  The  honey-hive  of  remembrance  stirred. 
Honeybees  of  memories  began  stinging  the  charioteer’s  son  inside 
me.  I  suffocated,  thinking  she  might  again  glare  hatefully  at  me  for 


The  Death-Conqueror 


313 


being  a  charioteer’s  son  Exactly  the  opposite  happene 

eyes  met  hers,  she  did  not  avert  her  glance  m  con 

my  gaze  briefly,  then  dropped  hers  Her  face 

whispered  in  her  maid’s  ear  I  thought  the  loo  received 

strange  and  unfamiliar  It  was  the  kind  of  oo 

sometimes  from  Vnshali,  who  loved  me  deepy 

have  spoken  in  her  maid’s  ear’>  1  couldn’t  understand  what  was 

^  Duryodhana  was  not  interested  in  the 

nued  striding  ahead,  looking  at  all  the  objec  ®  marvell- 

centre  of  the  room  was  an  attractively-woven  ^  j 

ous  that  Duryodhana  raised  h.s  so  ^opkinl  up%e 

moment  he  had  decided  to  step  ^hea  ’  g,  jt  was  a 

placed  his  left  foot  on  that  fine  carpet  nalace  with  the 

Lceiving  alpana  designed  by  the  The 

pollen  of  flowers  of  numerous  colours,  inside  the  pool 

instant  Duryodhana  placed  his  foot  j  [mryodhana’s 

with  a  splash  The  a/pana-design  S  j  ppggrgd  in  the 

magnificent  crown  slipped  off  his  .ygn  swim  out  He 

waters  Because  of  the  mace  he  aTo^ive  him  a 

bobbed  up  and  down  thrice  j-piding  on  to  my  hand  He 

helping  hand  Laughing,  he  .  ’^^^nhaman  something  m  his 

was  on  the  point  of  telling  nie  an  ^  bubbling  fountain, 

joking  way  when  peals  of  gigg  Pointing  to  Duryo- 

emanated  from  the  °  .  praupadi  mockingly  said  to  her 

dhana,  with  a  contemptuous  lo  •  blind  father  are  also  born 
companions,  “Is  it  true  the  °  „  jibe  flocks  of  cackling 

bhndv  ’  Her  friends  burst  into  cachinnations, 

birds  .  rruel  comment  Her  body 

I  hated  her  for  her  mockery  an  except  a  place  of  filth 

may  be  fragrant,  but  her  min  j.  ^  natural  disability  of 

and  smelly  ugliness  She  had  to  g^ntempt  for 

Duryodhana’s  father  in  order  to 

Duryodhana  ,.1.^7  hmit  to  /lou  far  a  woman  is 

1  thought  There  should  cerJnh  thvrshouldbe 

permuted  lo  express  ,hey  should  learn  to  restrain  diet 

the  case  with  royal  ladies  A  • 

tongues  when  talking  h,„of  Draupadi.  Dary°dhana 

Disgusted  with  the  "’“‘=2  ^rH.^uming  gaze  focused  on 

violently  flung  his  mace  in  the  pool  H 


314 


Mrityunjaya 


Draupadi,  he  raised  his  head  and  shouted,  “Even  blind  fathers 
have  sons  with  sight.  I’ll  prove  this  to  you  at  the  n^ht  time  ’’  His 
robe  was  dripping  wet,  but  fire  flashed  in  his  eyes  It  certainly  was 
no  fault  of  his  Who  could  have  called  Duryodhana  hot-tempered 
after  seeing  the  arrogance  of  Draupadi*^ 

Ashvatthaman  pulled  him  away  by  his  arm  from  the  hall  of 
illusions  I  looked  back  at  the  pool  The  npples  had  vanished  The 
exquisitq  a/pana-design  fell  into  place  again,  but  it  was  not  as 
attractive  as  before  How  could  it  be^  The  colours  had  all  run  into 
each  other,  and  turned  into  a  jumbled  hotch-potch 
Duryodhana  said  determinedly  to  me,  “I  won’t  stay  here  one 
instant’  Tell  Satyasena  to  ready  the  chariot  I’m  returning  to 
Hastinapura  now’” 


He  was  unaware  of  the  fact  that  his  clothes  were  all  drenched 
shvatthaman  made  a  sign  to  the  chief  minister  with  his  eyes,  who 
letched  a  fresh  garment  and  shawl  When  Ashvatthaman  showed 
im  the  clothes,  he  realised  he  was  dripping  wet  Ashvatthaman 
pointed  a  finger  towards  a  vacant  room,  suggesting  that  he  change 
1  admired  Ashvatthaman’s  presence  of  mind 
Du^odhana  changed,  but  his  new  clothes  were  too  large  for 
im  They  must  have  been  Bhima’s  What  a  strange  coincidence'  I 
move  my  crown  and  placed  it  on  his  head,  because  his  had 
slipped  inside  the  pool  Looking  at  my  crown-less  head,  he  asked. 
And  what  about  you''” 

King  A  charioteer’s  son  is  used  to 
walking  about  without  a  crown,’  I  replied 

head,  he  said  to  Ashvatthaman,  “He  doesn’t 
really  need  a  crown,  does  he*^” 


curls  will  shame  any  crown,”  Ashvatthaman 


His  golden 
replied 

*’■='  head,  Duryodhana’s  anger  ebbed 
Hastinnnn  made  up  our  minds  to  return  to 

mr  Duryodhana  was  an  insult  to 

me  HP  1?  H  ^  ^  ®  ‘'V'^was  an  Idea  unacceptable  to 

his  hands 

Draupadi  by  sneenng  at  him  appeared  to  me  not  just  thoughtless 
but  haughty  Every  incident  has  a  reaction  Some  day  or  other 
Draupadi  would  pay  the  penalty  for  her  behaviour 
Suddenly  a  joyful  noise  of  kettledrums,  drums  and  trumpets  was 
heard  I  enquired  about  it  from  the  chief  minister,  who  replied. 
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“The  yajna  is  about  to  commence  Bhagavan  Sri  Krishna  must 
have  arrived  from  Dvaraka  This  joyful  welcome  him  and  he 

Yadavas  Our  kingdom  has  fulfilled  the  condition  ®  ^  . 

Yajna  It  is  required  to  conquer  all  the  kingdoms  o  e  ’  ’ 

north  and  south  before  this  yajna  can  be  performe  j,ffp„nt 
of  rajas  present  m  the  yajna  pavilion  are  all  monarc  s 
territories  subdued  by  our  army  They  will  now  rise  and  pay 

homage  to  the  vfljna-chief  ”  i  asked 

“Which  kingdoms  have  been  subjugated  by  your  army 

'®“Many-Kosala,  Videha,  Chedi  ”  f 

names  Still  listening  to  his  voice,  we  arrived  at  th  p 

We  stepped  hurriedly  out  of  ‘h®  anyone 

to  return  to  Hastinapura  Duryodhana  '  .  ^  ehishma,  who 

and  seemed  to  be  literally  running,  bu  -  the  mam 

was  holding  the  hand  of  Raja  Rukmm  a  .  ,  “Duryo- 

door,  saw  him,  stopped  him,  and  sai  ‘  ^ huntt  Go  and 
dhana,  have  you  come  here  to  attend  a  yaj  sacrificed 

do  as  1  tell  you  Count  the  animals  ,  And  you 

and  personally  check  if  ‘’’f/ ^^^  ^ute  whatever  has  to  be  gifted 

Kama,  see  that  you  personally  distr 

in  chanty  That’s  all  ”  ,  n.irvodhona,  who  was 

The  petty  task  entrusted  to  j.d  not  please  him 

already  smarting  under  the  insult  of  ra  p  creases 

at  all  Like  dark  clouds  of  August  shroudmgjhe^clem  ^y 
covered  his  narrow  forehead  Like  a  a  ^  curved  eye- 

the  slightest  snapping  of  a  dry  twig,  ®  seemed  to  be  telling 
brows  His  pink  eyes,  as  if  m  eldest  prince  of  the 

him,  “You  are  Qrandsire  Bhishma  put  me  to  this 

divine  Kaurava  dynasty  It  doesn  Grandsirc  s 

trivial  task  ”  But  he  could  not  ^t  me.  lowered  his 

venerable  senionty  Helplessly  he  °  ,  j.|Qsurc  The  turmoil 

head,  and  made  his  way  to  the  am  determined  gml 

churning  inside  him  could  be  sunriis  i  followed  him  Without 

Thinking  that  he  needed  to  be  '“"f to  slop,  and  smd 
looking  back,  with  his  right  hand  „  ,11  pc  .1  unique 

firmly,  “Stay  where  you  are,  7„„;nWc  all  ms  hfe  for ,.  'vr' 

day  for  some,  but  for  me  it  will  be 
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different  reason  Duryodhana  has  feelings,  Duryodhana  also  is 
human— they  seem  to  have  forgotten  this  I  will  show  them  at  the 
right  time  that  I  too  have  feelings  ” 

I  realised  the  humiliation  and  agony  his  proud  Kshatriya  heart 
was  experiencing,  yet  I  could  not  utter  a  single  word  of  consola¬ 
tion  How  could  H  What  was  the  difference  between  him  and  me’’ 
Only  a  hurt  mind  knows  another  mind’s  hurt  Hadn’t  I  passed 
through  an  identical  humiliation  all  my  lifet  Indifference  and 
condescension  I  gazed  at  his  slowly  disappeanng  figure  with 
sympathy  His  gait  had  lost  the  haughtiness  of  the  Kauravas 
I  felt  that  Grandsire  Bhishma  had  totally  failed  to  understand 
Duryodhana 

The  commotion  in  the  pavilion  subsided  completely  and 
suddenly  I  turned  and  looked  at  the  entrance  Sri  Krishna  was 
alighting  from  a  chariot  pulled  by  five  white  horses  Smiling 
gently,  serene,  with  a  slow,  stately  gait  he  entered  the  pavilion 
His  blue-skinned  body,  like  the  blue  anjam  flower,  glowed  in  the 
soft  light  of  the  setting  sun  Rukmini  Devi  followed  him,  she  was 
wearing  a  finely-woven  shawl,  her  head  was  bowed  After  them 
descended  from  various  chariots  Satyaki,  Balarama,  Ugrasena, 
Akrura,  Uddhava,  Pradyumna,  Samba,  Brahma-gargya  and 
others  Grandsire  Bhishma  burned  forward  and  embraced  Sri 
Knshna  warmly  Seeing  them  embrace,  I  thought  of  a  white  Hima 
layan  peak  touching  the  blue  neck  of  the  sky  Married  ladies 
emptied  the  water  vessels  at  Sn  Knshna’s  and  Rukmini’s  feet  The 
Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi  placed  an  auspicious  kumkum  tilak  on 
his  broad  forehead  I  was  reminded  of  my  mother  Radha  When¬ 
ever  I  left  home,  she  would  bless  me  on  my  forehead  with  such  a 
tilak  Vidura-ji  placed  a  garland  of  white  flowers  round  his  neck 
Sn  Krishna  bent,  respectfully  took  the  dust  of  the  Queen  Mother’s 
feet  and  touched  it  to  his  head  The  assembled  people  in  the 
pavilion  rose  in  tribute  Sn  Krishna  lifted  up  the  rishis  who  were 
rolling  in  the  water  which  had  cleansed  his  feet  In  the  distance  was 
a  Raja,  sitting  from  the  beginning  His  aloofness  roused  my  cuno- 
sity  I  looked  carefully  and  saw  it  was  Shishupala 

Yudhishthira  stepped  forward  and,  taking  Sn  Krishna’s  nght 
hand,  guided  him  to  the  splendid  golden  throne  near  the  yajna 
altar  Sn  Krishna  rested  his  left  hand  on  the  bare  shoulder  of 
Arjuna  Because  both  were  blue-complexioned,  it  was  not 
possible  to  make  out  from  the  back  who  was  Arjuna  and  who  Sn 
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Knshna  But  I  noticed  a  distinct  difference  Sn  Kns 

with  an  easy  gait,  Arjuna  a  little  stiffly,  which  is  norma  m  a 

muscular  person  Leaning  against  a  thuhar-'noo  P°®  . 

pavilion,  I  kept  observing  Sn  Knshna  from  a  distance 

all  social  norms  and  exposing  myself  to  cnticism, 

uninvited  to  see  him,  and  my  desire  was  now  fu  i 

of  the  sky  and  the  complexion  of  Sn  had  a 

match  His  long  eyes,  which  stretched  as  far  bac  as 

soulful  expression  that  I  had  not  found  m  any  o  P 

was  short,  but  had  an  excellent  physique  His  eyes  were  large, 

shaded  under  beautiful  eyelashes  . 

Yudhishthira  escorted  him  to  his  golden 
All  the  others  also  sat  down  The  nshis  squa  e  _  5  no 

on  their  tiger-skins  No  one  took  "^^.Sfly  ashe 

reason  to  do  so  Sn  Knshna  happened  to  “'eh  my^  y  ^^^^^^bered 
slowly  surveyed  the  yajna  pavilion  For  onoeared  m  front 

the  vista  of  Champanagan  beside  the  .jjmg  There's  no 

of  my  eyes  The  human  mind  ■l^''e^'f2'Kshnarose 
knowing  when  it  remembers  what  S  8  ^  towards  him,  and 

from  his  throne  He  beckoned  Achaiy  j  ^ot 

whispered  something  in  the  Acharya  s  ear  ,  Vidura  was 
wearing  a  crown  Perhaps  that  was  I  e  rea  startling 

making  his  way  towards  me  But  w  gbout  to  begin 

"Raja  of  Anga,”  he  said,  “the  ya,na  ceremony 

Please  take  your  seat  ’’  nroper’'”  and  waited 

“Why’’’’  I  replied  “Is  my  standing  here  "  P  p  without  a 
for  an  Lswer  How  could  I  sit  m  an  assembly 
crown  on  my  headt  .  .  „  reolied  calmly  I 

“This  IS  not  my  request,  but  Sn  Knshna  s,  he  rep 
had  no  answer  to  that  ,  indicated  by  him 

I  followed  him  quickly  and  sat  down  gper* 

An  expectant  hush  pervaded  the  setting  sun’s  rays 

noon,  and  the  long  all-touching  '"8  .  pavilion  A  strange 

streamed  through  the  mam  door  and  f  P  Acharya  had 

thought  swam  into  my  mind  when  accommodation  was  he 

shown  me  to  my  seat,  but  what  gy,  what  necessity  was 

going  to  provide  for  the  had  rome  entirely 

there  to  show  them  a  seat  ^  mey  occupied  e  »y 

unconcerned  about  anyone  s  censu 
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single  seat  in  the  pavilion ,  including  Sn  Krishna’s  throne  How  was 
It  possible  for  anyone  to  obstruct  ihem*^ 

Some  of  the  invited  rajas  stared  at  my  crown-less  head  and 
began  whispering  among  themselves  Obviously  my  sitting  there  as 
I  was  struck  them  as  inauspicious  But  their  whispering  stopped  as 
soon  as  Yudhishthira  stood  up  to  speak  beside  the  yajna  altar. 
“Bhagavan  Sn  Krishna,  Grandsire  Bhishma,  Acharya  Vidura, 
Gurudeva  Drona,  respected  rishis  and  assembled  monarchs,  on 
behalf  of  my  four  brothers  I  welcome  you  happily  to  Indraprastha 
V/e  are  performing  this  Rajasuya  Yajna  for  the  peace  and  pros¬ 
perity  of  our  kingdom  It  is  our  great  good  fortune  that  Bhagavan 
Sn  Krishna  is  present  here  as  the  yfl/na-chief  On  this  auspicious 
occasion  I  will  personally  wash  the  feet  of  our  yayno-chief  and 
request  him  to  commence  the  proceedings  by  offenng  the  bilva- 
fuel  with  his  own  hands  It  is  our  belief  that  with  your  blessings  and 
Sn  Krishna’s  grace  our  kingdom  will  prosper  In  addition,  since 
today  is  the  night  of  the  full  moon,  we  will  all  feast  together  on  the 
bank  of  the  Ikshumati  ” 

He  glanced  significantly  at  his  chief  minister,  who  stepped  for¬ 
ward  With  a  golden  salver  and  a  golden  jar  filled  with  the  blended 
waters  of  many  rivers  Yudhishthira  placed  the  salver  near  the  feet 
of  Sn  Krishna  Yudhishthira,  who  always  stared  so  hard  at  my 
feet,  guided  the  feet  of  Sn  Knshna  on  the  salver  and  started 
pouring  water  on  them  from  the  golden  jar  The  assembled  rajas 
gazed  at  the  ritual  in  silent  fascination  As  soon  as  the  lustration 
was  completed,  he  scooped  a  little  water  from  the  salver  in  the 
hollow  of  his  right  palm  and  religiously  sipped  it  With  his  expen¬ 
sive  silk  shawl  he  devotedly  wiped  Sn  Krishna’s  feet  I  glanced  at 
the  blue  right  toe  I  hoped  to  see  the  scar  of  my  arrow  there,  but 
there  was  no  scar 

The  agmhotra  priest  intoned  the  sacred  syllable  Om  and  slid  a 
thah-M  of  flaming  embers  m  the  yajna  altar  Sn  Knshna  carefully 
picked  up  a  bundle  of  balvaja  faggots  as  an  offenng  to  be  placed  on 
the  embers  He  was  about  to  do  so  when  the  Raja  of  Chedi, 
Shishupala,  rose  abruptly  from  among  the  seated  group  of  kings 
and,  swinging  his  mace  on  to  his  shoulder,  shouted  m  a  sharp, 
hostile  voice,  “Stop’’  He  looked  like  an  alert,  infunated  bull 
about  to  attack  His  voice  boomed  like  thunder  clouds 

All  heads  turned  towards  him  in  astonishment  Running  his 
fiery  gaze  on  all  the  assembly  till  it  passed  and  focused  on  Yudhish- 
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thira,  nostrils  flanng,  he  shouted  angrily,  “Yudhishthira,  you  w 
have  taken  birth  in  the  noble  family  of  the  Kaurayas  re  y 
trying  to  shame  all  of  us,  the  heroic  Kshatnyas  ,  ^ 

installing  a  low-caste  cowherd  as  the  Yatna-  le  o 
ceremony^"  His  chest  heaved  The  jealousy  in  his  heart  gushed 
out  He  was  the  commander-in-chief  of  Jarasan  a  an  . . 

going-to-be  husband  of  Rukmini,  and  it  was  natura  a 
vent  his  fury  on  Sri  Krishna  “inw- 

I  was  not  pleased  at  all  by  his  reference  to  Sn  ns 
caste  cowherd”  Bhima  and  Arjuna  rose,  brandishing  a  g  y 
and  bow  Sri  Krishna  placed  the  balvaja  sacred  fagS 
eased  himself  up  slowly  and  ntot.oned  to  Bhima  and  Ar  una^to 
restrain  themselves  They  resumed  'heir  seats  Eve 
occasion  I  was  reminded  vividly  of  one  ^a"'  S 
Sn  Krishna  had  passed  his  early  days  as  a  c 
very  much  a  capricious  little  brat  doing  exac  y  ,f3n,p)ing  it, 
a  boy  throwing  a  gold  ornament  down  helpless 

Fate  sometimes  takes  a  brilliant  man  an  8  impossible 

m  the  dust-and  at  the  same  time  elevates  the  most  imp 

coward  sky-high  obstruct  him,  Shishupala 

In  the  belief  that  no  one  was  going  t  Brandishing  his 

left  his  seat  and  strode  towards  'h®  |,ate  Sparks 

mace,  and  waving  his  arms,  he  lashe  ou  bitterness 

seemed  to  sizzle  out  of  his  mouth  w  ,  excelling  him  in 
“There  are  many  heroes  in  this  Grandsire 

lustre — why  have  you  not  thought  o  Pnnce  Duryodhana, 

Bhishma,  Maharaja  Dhntarashtra,  to  Sindhus  named 

Duhshasana,  Maharaja  Shalya,  the  finest  Panchala 

Jayadratha,  Raja  Shakuni  of  the  u  *  heroes,  Brahma 
Drupada,  and  so  many  o'*'®'’  Kripa,  V.dura 

radiant  learned  men  like  Paila,  1^3  y  »  forgotten  them  and 

and  Ashvatthaman  J -nwherd  you  have  insulted 

preferred  to  offer  your  puja  to  a  .  blue-black  skin,  you 

them  all  If  you  weren’t  so  „_3_*,ve  and  wonderful  hero 

would  have  realised  that  a  far  more  of  Anga,  Kama  with 

was  in  your  midst — the  golden  skmne  ^ygs  to 

his  flashing  invincible  skin-armour 

see'^”  .  ^is.cfineer  in  my  direction 

He  stood  m  front  of  them  ®"{^P°*5Ijobody  was  going  to  say  I 
1  did  not  like  It  at  all  How  could  V  NoDooy 
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not  a  charioteer,  that  I  was  an  emperor  simply  because  I  had  skin- 
armour  and  flesh-ear-rings  that  stirred  everyone’s  curiosity.  He 
was  ranting  lunatic  rubbish. 

But  his  blood-red  tongue  babbled  confusedly.  “How  could  you 
ever  ignore  all  these  deserving  heroes  and  choose  as  ya/na-chief 
for  your  ceremony  a  low-caste  cowherd  who  knows  nothing  except 
how  to  loiter  about  twisting  the  tails  of  cows?  Nor  could  you  stop 
right  there.  No,  you  had  to  go  further  and  drink  the  water  with 
which  you  washed  his  feet —  feet  stinking  with  cowdung  and  cow- 
urine — and  you  drank  it  as  it  it  was  holy  water  from  a  pilgrimage! 
You  drank  it  in  front  of  all  these  Kshatriyas!  What  else  is  this  if  not 
a  life-killing  insult?  Tell  me,  do  you  have  plans  to  turn  your  new 
kingdom  into  a  cow-pen?”  Grandsire  Bhishma,  Bhima  and 
Sahadeva,  unable  to  bear  the  taunts,  stood  up  angrily.  But...  but 
there  was  Sri  Krishna’s  hand  again,  motioning  them  to  keep  calm 
and  sit  down. 

Shishupala,  no  more  in  control  of  himself,  went  on  ranting: 
“Lustful  dancer  among  the  milkmaids!  Family-killer!  Murderer  of 
your  maternal  uncle!  Coward  who  turned  his  back  on  Jarasandha! 
Why  don’t  you  do  what  a  cowherd  should  do — supply  Mathura 
milk  in  pots  to  the  sacred  yajna  of  Brahmins  and  Kshatriyas, 
collect  cash,  and  return  where  you  came  from?  Aren’t  you 
ashamed  to  sit  on  that  distinguished  throne  of  gold  and  get  your 
unclean  feet  washed  by  high-caste  Kshatriyas?”  Shishupala  was 
ablaze  wth  anger,  like  a  flame-of-the-forest  breaking  into  .turbu¬ 
lent  bloom  in  the  month  of  Chaitra. 

Each  word  he  uttered  created  a  fresh  wave  of  fear  in  the  listen¬ 
ers.  Sri  Krishna’s  neck  slowly  stiffened,  like  a  cobra’s.  With  his 
hands  on  his  waist,  he  cautioned  Shishupala  for  the  last  time:  “1 
have  til!  today  tolerated  ninetynine  insults  from  you.  I  promised 
your  mother  I  would  forgive  one  hundred  crimes  committed  by 
you.  Now  it  seems  that  every  instant  your  death  is  drawing  near. 
Be  warned!  Control  yourself.  It  is  the  dharma  of  Kshatriyas  to  be 
disciplined — and  not  just  on  the  battlefield.  If  you  stretch  my 
patience  to  its  extreme  limit,  I  have  no  alternative  but  to  use  the 
Sudarshana  chakra.” 

“Truth-tattling  coward!  If  prowess  is  the  true  dharma  of 
Kshatriyas,  and  you  are  indeed  a  true  Kshatriya,  come!  Come  into 
the  centre  of  this  yajna  pavilion,  and  face  the  Raja  of  the  Chedis  in 
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duel'”  Flinging  away  his  mace,  he  fixed  his  '^rrt^'hreath^ 

slapped  his  a™-pits  in  deafening  challenge  All  waited,  breath 

'“wanted  to  shout  Shtshupala,  your  btlle  game  is  over  Thereisa 
limit  even  to  the  tidal  waves  of  an  ocean  f_„cir!ilinstru- 

Instantly  the  pavilion  resounded  with  hundreds  of  ™ 
ments  Nobody  could  make  out  where  the  Krishna  who 

from  My  eyes  blurred  All  eyes  were  focused  on  Sr  Kristo  who 

stood  there  like  a  lotus  in  a  blue  lake  ^ 

turned  serious  He  closed  his  large  eyes,  i  e  ^  J  seemed  to 
magnificent  mansion,  closing  In  no  time  cmjdenly  his  blue- 
swell,  like  puffed  rice  on  smouldering  ein  the  orna- 

lotus  countenance  turned  ember-red,  bio 

meat  on  his  crown's  head  dress  lifted  til  it  ,he 

pavilion  My  own  body  seemed  /e,  my  seat  would 

expansion  of  Sri  Krishna  s  body  1  fel  ,,  j  my  body  To 

melt  Wave  upon  wave  of  fierce  his  body- 

understand  why  my  body  heat  gre  ^  „„iy  swelling  frame 
expansion,  1  concentrated  my  gaze  on  h.s  had 

The  massive  body  had  tour  arms  grace- 

grasped  the  bundle  of  faggots,  now  h  whirling  m  radiant 

ful  ease  His  back  arm  displayed  a  ^  was  completely  out 
circular  energy  The  back  "’““f^^dous  noise  that  shamed 
of  sight  From  there  emanated  a  ...ded  the  cacophony  of 

even  the  roaring  of  clouds,  a  noise  t  a  simultaneously  It 

hundreds  of  musical  instruments  p  y  gmered  their  very 
pierced  through  the  ears  of  the  assembly  ant 
hearts  Deep  inside — no  one  knew  ”i,„ndred  crimes  Now  even 
‘  Shishupala,  you  have  completed  a  h  You  spineless 

Brahma  the  Creator  cannot  grant  you  ®  your  Kshatnya- 

creature  puffed  up  with  the  empty  a  ^  ,o  their 

hood,  you  forget  that  even  the  your  death  hke  a 

intensity  Be  warned'  And  be  j  -d  crimes  There  will  ^e 

brave  man  You  have  committed  a  .  .^^d  and  first  crime 

no  chance  for  you  now  to  commi  Shishupala  as  'afg®  ’ 

He  opened  his  large  eyes  and,  g^,shupala  trembled  like 
released  his  dazzling  Sudarshana  c  ^  What  an  instant  ag 

a  massive  bodied  deodar  shaking  .  ]e  mountain  now  loo  e 

appeared  to  be  an  -mmovable  a^.nvmcible^^^  ^  md 

as  helpless  as  a  mound  of  dirt 
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with  the  swollen  pride  of  Kshatnyahood,  now  turned  black  at  the 
approach  of  merciless  Death  A  tumult  overtook  the  yajna 
pavilion  On  all  four  sides  an  unbearable  intense  radiance 
appeared  to  be  spreading  The  chakra  whizzed  towards  Shishu- 
pala  My  mind  was  an  amalgam  of  curiosity,  surprise,  anxiety,  and 
compassion  Fearful  of  his  life,  tormented  Shishupala  made  frantic 
efforts  to  hide  behind  the  assembly  of  seated  kings  m  order  to 
escape  the  route  of  the  refulgent  discus  His  thrashing  about  only 
proved  how  desperately  a  human  wants  to  cling  to  life  The  same 
Shishupala  who  a  brief  while  ago  had  branded  Sri  Krishna  a 
coward  was  now  fleeing  for  his  life  The  kings  behind  whom 
Shishupala  hoped  to  scurry  for  shelter  were  themselves  running 
helter  skelter  to  avoid  the  sparks  that  scattered  from  the  whirling 
discus  Warriors  who  behaved  like  tigers  on  the  battlefield  did  not 
dare  face  the  chakra  even  for  an  instant  All  the  seats  of  the 
pavilion  began  quickly  emptying  Harassed  and  trembling  Shishu- 
pala  hurried  from  one  vacant  seat  to  the  other,  covering  his  face 
with  his  hands,  afraid  of  disfigurement  from  the  fiery  sparks 
There  was  no  trace  left  of  his  earlier  Kshatriya  strutting 
As  he  ran,  he  tripped  on  his  fallen  mace  Losing  balance,  he 
crashed  like  a  boulder  toppling  off  a  mountain  peak  The  chakra 
swerved  towards  him  murderously  He  swiftly  rose  and  slipped 
between  the  rows  of  seats  The  scorching  heat  of  the  chakra 
melted  the  mace  Afraid  that  the  chakra  might  reduce  the  pavilion 
to  ashes,  the  rishis  fled,  leaving  no  one  but  I,  Shishupala,  and  the 
deadly  weapon  inside  The  cruel  whirring  of  the  chakra  increased 
every  moment  My  body  hornpilated  Forgetting  everything,  I 
stared  from  my  seat  m  wonder  at  that  extraordinary,  frightening 
spectacle  Never  before  had  I  been  so  stupefied  Sn  Krishna'  The 
marvellous  mystery  in  that  name  had  me  spellbound 

Shishupala  ran  in  front  of  my  seat  Our  eyes  met  briefly  His  red 
face  was  awash  with  sweat,  like  a  lotus  drenched  in  a  downpour 
His  eyes  begged  for  mercy,  they  were  filled  with  deep  dread  and 
heart-melting  repentance  He  was  the  consecrated  Maharaja  of  a 
huge  kingdom,  but  now  he  appeared  to  be  an  insignificant  beggar 
at  Death’s  door  But  even  m  that  hapless  state  he  could  not 
overcome  the  arrogance  of  his  Kshatnyahood  Seeing  me,  he  did 
not  fearfully  shout,  “Save  me,  Kama*’’  Even  in  his  desperation,  he 
perhaps  distinguished  between  his  Kshatriya  birth  and  my  birth  as 
a  chanotccr 
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The  whistling  chakra  pursued  him  right  up  to  "’y  ^  ® 

me  seated  peacefully,  his  proud  Kshatriya  min  a  ^ 

chakra  doesn't  frighten  a  charioteers  son,  how  ca  .  ^ 

thinking  this,  he  turned  swiftly,  “i  nee  saPped 

chakra.  His  hand  immediately  shrivelled.  His  slid 

again,  he  scuttled  behind  me,  like  a  terror-s  ric 
his  head  under  my  seat  like  a  snake  s|iPP‘"S  j  ^^uidn’t 

horrendous  Sudarshana  circled  ..nhearable  heat,  like 

even  be  sure  who  I  was.  My  body  felt  a  .  disc.  The 

Shishupala’s  melted  mace.  I  of  the  setting 

streams  of  light  from  its  centre  fell  like  cnn-God  had  come 
sun.  It  was  not  a  chakra  at  all.  1.  was  -faring 

personally  to  the  pavilion  to  receive  my  j  ^  oo 

at  sunset ^  quickly  rose  and  joined  my  ^'^0  of  my 

water  in  my  palms,  but  I  offered  ^  focused  my 

feelings.  It  continued  to  circle  in  fron  before  my 

sight  intently  on  it.  Countless  rays  of  light 
''is'on.  ..  altar."  These  orders 

“Kama,  leave  your  seat.  Go  *o 'J*®  J  ^  j  ,o  be  touching  the 
came  from  an  imposing  figure  tha  s  ^  ^  I 

ceiling.  I  could  not  understand  wna  ,yi,ose 

moved  towards  the  altar.  Reaching  i  ,  figure, 

shape  it  was.  My  head  reached  on  y  enveloped  it.  Only 

which  was  irradiated  with  the  swirls  of  light 

countless  swirls  of  irradiating  light-  ehakra  started  pursuing 
No  sooner  had  I  left  my  seat  than  th  ,  ,„„ed  back  to  look 
Shishupala.  The  whistling  noise  merea  ,  inside  the  pavi  - 

at  Shishupala.  Realising  that  there  wa  J.j,orse  out  of  the 

ion,  he  had  rushed  with  the  speed  He  was  not  even 

pavilion  gate  and  beyond  *he  pa  ac  and  fearfully  es  i 

conscious  of  his  dress.  Periodically  h  ^paghtto hide 

mated  the  distance  between  him  an  palace  and  s°m 

sometimes  behind  the  leftn^-Tiure  like  „an.  was  unable  to 
times  behind  large  trees.  But  „  of  Hie 
shield  him.  Seeing  that  j-eds  of  curious  eyes  foHo 

of  all  spectators  stood  on  u 

each  movement  of  the  Sudarshan  .^j^ypala  in  despair  p  “  ® 
With  all  hopes  of  escape  bloc  e  .  flowing  past  the  p  j 
into  the  waters  of  the  Ikshumat.  river  M  ^  Ha  „as  still 

wading  deeper  and  deeper  to  evade  tne 
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however  facing  the  pavilion  Feet,  thighs,  hips,  and  chest — slowly, 
bit  by  bit,  the  waters  swallowed  his  body  Only  the  neck  was 
visible  as  he  plunged  deeper  inside  Then,  helpless,  he  paused 
Perhaps  he  had  made  his  last  decision  and  closed  his  eyes  Hiding 
his  face  in  his  scarred  hands,  he  had  collected  all  his  mental 
energies  together  to  face  the  ultimate  fact  of  death  The  chakra 
swiftly  severed  his  head  from  his  body  Like  a  lovely  lotus  shorn 
from  Its  stalk,  his  head  vanished  in  the  flowing  waters  of  the 
Ikshumati  Once-confident  Shishupala  was  now  no  more  The 
chakra  also  shot  inside  the  waters,  as  if  it  wanted  to  slice  even  the 
insolent  tongue 

The  vast  waters  of  the  Ikshumati  sparkled  in  the  light  of  the 
setting  sun,  but  they  were  not  as  clear  as  they  used  to  be  Some  of 
the  ripples  were  red  My  mind  was  numb  with  wonder,  pity, 
bewilderment  and  curiosity  Transfixed  like  a  wrestling  pole  in  the 
ground,  I  stood  near  the  altar  gazing  at  the  vast  Ikshumati  I  saw 
nothing  except  the  rippling  waves  Only  waves,  wordlessly  lapp¬ 
ing  In  my  mind  questions  lapped  like  waves  Who  was  Sri 
Krishna’  Where  did  the  deadly  Sudarshana  chakra  come  from’ 
Why  was  it  unable  to  affect  my  body’  Who  was  I’  Had  1  wanted, 
could  I  have  saved  Shishupala  today’  Why  did  my  body  heat  up  as 
Krishna’s  body  expanded’  Countless  questions  rose  in  my  mind, 
but  not  one  of  them  found  an  answer 
What  was  the  difference  between  that  divine  body  and  mine’  In 
order  to  find  an  answer,  I  cast  my  eyes  at  the  ceiling  on  the  back 
There  was  nothing  there  On  the  golden  throne  placed  by  Yudhish- 
thira  sat  short,  dark-bodied  Sn  Krishna,  his  right  elbow  on  the 
right  arm  rest  and  his  right  palm  cupping  his  nght  cheek,  smiling 
gently  as  he  gazed  at  me  That  golden  throne  appeared  much  too 
large  for  him 

I  couldn’t  tell  what  was  truth  and  what  fiction  The  crowd  of 
rajas,  warriors  and  rishis  rushed  in  and  began  prostrating  them¬ 
selves  in  front  of  the  golden  throne  Sn  Krishna  said  calmly  to  the 
holy  men,  “The  sun  is  setting  Let  the  auspicious  hour  not  slip  by 
The  first  offering  of  the  Rajasuya  Yajna  must  be  poured  into  the 
sacnficial  fire  before  the  sun  goes  down  ’’ 

Forgetting  the  hair-raising  events,  the  entire  pavilion  again 
became  a  flurry  of  activity  The  rishis  started  intoning  their 
mantras  Yudhishthira  once  again  washed  the  feet  of  Sn  Knshna, 
who  rose  alowly  and  offered  a  bundle  of  balvaja-sUcks  in  the  fire 
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Then,  one  after  the  other,  the  nshis  droned  their  mantras  and 
poured  the  sacrificial  fuel  into  the  yajna  The  smoke  sacre 
fire  rose  thickly  in  front  of  my  eyes  Swirls  of  smoke  mo  e 
the  yaina  in  front  of  my  eyes  Smoke  of  bewilderment  and  doubt  m 
front  of  my  mind  Why  did  Sri  Krishna  never  hurl  h's  Sudarshana 
chakra  at  Jarasandha’  Why  did  he  leave  for  ‘ 

harassment  of  Jarasandha’s  attacks'^  How  a  ’ 

whom  I  had  defeated,  succeed  in  defeating  Sri  Kris  na 
no  sense  at  all  ^  that 

I  touched  the  end  of  the  shawl  to  my  eyes  to  wipe  . 
came  as  a  result  of  the  acrid  smoke  I  felt  a  han  o  y 
It  was  Ashvatthaman  ,  ^  t,.  to 

‘Why  don’t  you  also  make  an  offering  m  the  fire 
me,  gazing  calmly  at  the  waters  of  the  Ikshumati 
I  went  with  him  and  offered  a  bundle  of  fl«  o  thought, 

fire  As  we  left  the  pavilion,  tall  Ashvatthaman, 
said  softly  to  me,  “I  can’t  make  out  anything 

“Can’t  make  out  what’’’’  ,„i,r,m  Sri  Krishna 

“I  mean,  about  Sn  Krishna  Shishupala,  whom  Sri  n 

killed  today — you  know  who  he  was*^ 

Sn  Krishna’s  father  Vasu- 
‘Sn  Krishna’s  father’s  ^  pamaghosha of Chedi 

deva  had  a  sister  who  was  married  J  r  Damaghosha 

Her  name  is  Shrutashrava  Shishupala  is  he  on  of  Dam  g 
and  Shrutashrava  He  is  Sn  Knshna  s  irs  question 

1  kept  silent  I  had  no  desire  to  say  " 

kept  revolving  in  my  mind  Who  «  Sn  ris 

4 

The  Rajasuya  Yajna  ended,  and  memories 

Hastmapura  carrying  with  us  a  host  o  j^nshna  The  chanot 
My  mind  was  full  of  confused  ideas  a  ou  Satya- 

raced  towards  Hastmapura,  and  I  °  „rped  bv  my  cracking 
sena  The  horses  galloped  with  manes  flying,  urged  oy 

whip  My  mind  was  disturbed  the  dav  of  the5iny<*"*' 

I  went  personally  to  meet  S”  g-e.ved  me  smihng  and  we 

vorn  in  the  kingdom  of  Panchaia  rl  jt,„nVs  name  cropped  up 

discussed  various  subjects  with  a  strange 

m  my  conversation,  he  deftly  interrupted  m 
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question  He  asked,  “Kama,  what  will  happen  to  a  fiercely  self- 
willed  lion  if  he  IS  placed  among  a  herd  of  sheep’” 

“What  else’  He’ll  make  mincemeat  of  the  sheep,"  1  replied. 
“But  It  doesn’t  always  happen  like  that.  Sometimes  he  forgets 
his  own  self  and  starts  behaving  like  a  sheep  himself.” 

“That’s  impossible  Why  is  he  known  as  the  king  of  the  jungle  if 
that’s  the  case’’’  I  countered 

He  smiled  and  said,  “Let’s  drop  the  subject  It’s  best  if  you  don’t 
take  part  in  the  svayamvara  today  At  least,  stay  away  until  I  lift 
my  right  toe  as  a  signal  ” 

So  I  waited  for  the  signal  But  it  so  happened  that  I  couldn't  take 
part  in  the  svayamvara  anyway  Had  he  done  wrong  by  suggesting 
that  signal  to  me’  I  fired  that  sharp  arrow  at  his  toe  in  order  to  find 
an  answer  But  there  was  not  even  a  scar  on  his  right  toe — at  least, 
I  couldn’t  see  one  at  the  yajna  How  could  that  wound  have  healed 
so  completely  in  so  short  a  time’ 

All  memories  associated  with  Sn  Knshna  ended  up  m 
mystery — a  mystery  so  complex  that  one  drowned  in  its  depths 
His  behaviour  at  the  ya/na  was  so  baffling  that  it  forced  everyone 
to  speculate  on  his  intentions  Suddenly  he  loomed  as  tall  as  the 
ceiling,  and,  as  suddenly,  he  despatched  his  aunt’s  son  out  of  this 
world  and,  resuming  his  normal  size  planted  himself  on  the  throne 
All  very  bewildering  Like  a  chariot-wheel  revolving  around  its 
hub,  my  mind  revolved  around  Sn  Knshna,  until  it  reached  the 
conclusion  that  Sn  Knshna  was  a  supernatural  being 

1  asked  Duryodhana,  who  was  sitting  next  to  me  in  the  chanot, 
‘  What  are  your  feelings  about  Sn  Knshna’” 

‘  Kama,  you  are  an  illustnous  hero,  and  yet  you  have  fallen 
under  the  magic  spell  of  that  black  sorcerer  ”  His  thick  eyebrows 
rose 

“Sorcerer'”  I  exclaimed  loudly,  as  if  lightning  had  strack  me 

“What  else’  Changing  shape,  making  all  kinds  of  different 
sounds  of  various  instruments — who  but  a  sorcerer  can  do  all 
this’  ’  He  said  this  easily,  as  if  nothing  extraordinary  had 
happened 

His  unexpected  reply  confused  me  further  Was  my  life  going  to 
be  all  a  mass  of  perplexities’  Needling  thoughts  were  npping  open 
my  skull  My  head  seemed  to  be  exploding  I  raised  my  left  hand 
to  press  my  head  As  soon  as  the  hand  touched  my  crown,  my 
astonishment  broke  all  limits  My  own  crown  was  clearly  visible  on 
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Duryodhana’s  head  Removing  my  crown  hurriedly,  I  looked  at  it 
It  was  the  exact  duplicate  of  the  ceilmg-touchmg  crown  ot  sn 
Knshna  On  my  head?  How*^  I  had  no  answer 
I  whipped  the  horses  harder  They  reached  Hastmapura  wi 
the  speed  of  wind  I  had  left  the  city,  attracted  by  Sn  Kn®""  ’ 
returning,  I  brought  with  me  a  bundle  of  never-ending 
regarding  Sn  Krishna  The  basic  question  was  Why 
Knshna’s  chakra  consume  me?  Because  of  my  impe 
armour— was  that  the  only  reason’  The  second  “I**®®*'®" ,  , 
was  It  that,  on  his  command,  I  went  to  the  altar  like  an 
servant’  And  the  third  When  and  how  was  the  cro 
Knshna  placed  on  my  head — and  who  placed  it 


The  noble  chief  minister  of  the  Pandavas  of 

explained  to  us  how  the  Pandavas  had  ^  The  long  list 
conquering  all  the  kingdoms  for  the  selected  each 

of  the  kingdoms  boomed  in  my  eare  J’’  Mims  m  that 
quarter  by  turn  and  overcome  all  the  king  .  j  extracted 
territory  They  had  loaded  their  treasury  eo'"*, 

from  the  subjugated  Kings  in  the  form  o  g  ^  topazes, 
diamonds,  rubies,  coral,  pearls,  6®^*’  ,  fongdom  is 

sapphires,  cattle  and  slaves  The  founda  i  „  ^  ehance  it 

wealth  No  kingdom  functions  withou^ea  ^  Indra 

It  cannot  continue  so  for  long  Tna  is  conquest 

Prastha  that  I  too  should  embark  on  a  po  .  y^^er,  Imade 
The  Pandavas  had  conquered  the  world  qua  single  handed 
tip  my  mind  to  subjugate  all  the  eight  j  ^ould  have  to 

I  gave  serious  thought  to  how  many  best  time 

conquer — how  prosperous  they  were  an 

of  year  for  a  successful  world-conquest  of 

I  decided  to  commence  with  the  Jjg  Panchala  territory 

Hastmapura  were  two  powerful  kingdoms-—  yj^a  Besides, 

ofRajaDrupada,  andtheMagadhaofRaja  Kuntala, 

there  were  Kosala,  Ayodhya,  Kashi,  i 

Munda,  Pundra,  Utkala  Odra,  Anga,  vang  Mathura 

To  the  south  the  strongest  kingdom  w  -churasena  Besides, 

Of  the  Yadavas,  also  known  as  the  king  o  Kurusha  Dashama, 

m  the  south  there  were  also  Shalva, 
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Avanti,  Nishada,  Mekala,  Southern  Kosala,  Vainika,  Vidarbha, 
Maharatha,  Anarta,  Malva,  Matsya  and  others  Near  Anarta  was 
the  new  kingdom  of  Dvanka  on  the  western  coast,  established  by 
Sn  Krishna 

To  the  west  were  two  dominant  kingdoms— Kine,  Madra,  ruled 
by  Ritayana’s  son  Shatya,  and  the  second  Bahlika  Apart  from 
these  were  Vatadhana,  Saubhira,  Sindhu,  Panchanada, 
Ambashtha,  Trigarta,  Kaikeya,  Shibi,  Kamboja,  and  Gandhara 
To  any  world  conqueror,  the  west  provided  the  most  formidable 
opposition 

To  the  north  were  the  Kulinda,  Rakshasa,  Tangana,  Khasha, 
and  Kirata  kingdoms 

No  matter  how  expeditiously  1  went  about  the  military  opera¬ 
tion,  It  would  lake  no  less  than  six  months  to  subdue  all  these 
territories 

There  was  one  thing  I  had  to  observe  with  the  strictest  disci¬ 
pline  However  strong  I  became,  I  must  refrain  from  attacking 
Mathura  and  Dvanka  It  did  not  matter  to  me  how  the  world 
interpreted  my  decision 

6 


We  arrived  in  Hastinapura  safely,  but  Duryodhana’s  mind  was 
in  turmoil  He  would  wake  up  m  the  middle  of  the  night,  shoulder 
the  mace  that  lay  near  his  bed  and,  mumbling  ‘T’m  not  going  to 
stay  a  second  more  in  Indraprastha,”  try  to  run  outside  the  palace 
Rani  Bhanumati  would  spnnkle  cold  water  on  his  burning  fore 
head  and  shaking  him  firmly  by  his  shoulders,  reassure  him  that 
he  was  very  much  in  Hastinapura  Returning  to  the  real  world,  he 
would  clasp  his  hands  behind  his  back  and  start  pacing  the  room 
like  a  lion  in  a  cave  At  times  he  would  send  Prabhanjana  to  call 
me  in  the  middle  of  the  night 

When  I  came  near  him,  his  fingers  tightened  further,  and  he 
harassed  me  with  all  kinds  of  questions 

‘  Kama,  I’m  surprised  that  I  have  survived  counting  the  sacri¬ 
ficial  animals  at  the  Pandavas’  yajna  Why  shouldn’t  I  finish  them 
once  and  for  all  instead  of  having  to  endure  in  my  heart  every 
single  second  these  cruel  and  bitter  incidents,  as  temble  as  death 
Itself*^  Imagine,  my  respected  father  was  insulted  for  his  blind 
ness — and  that  too  by  a  thirdclass  female’  Ah’  I  wish  I  could  cut 
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off  her  tongue  which  spewed  out  such  flaming 

and  smash  her  venomous  teeth'  If  I  cannot  smash  her  ee  , 

am  I  living  as  a  Kaurava’  For  what  purpose''  Tell  me,  Karn 

1  tned  consoling  him  by  placing  my  hand  on  his  s  ou  _ 

helped,  but  he  was  like  a  deceptive  ocean,  calm  on 

there  was  a  storm  inside  him  of  which  there  was 

Once  he  suddenly  took  my  hand  in  his  and  mmnlied 

a  walk  outside  the  bedroom  In  order  not  to  hu  im. 

He  took  me  straight  to  the  throne  of  the  Kauravas  m  the  royal 
assembly  hall  I  had  never  been  so  close  to  tha  throne 

Pointing\o  the  golden  image  of  the  Sun  behind  the^.hrone, 
glowing  softly  in  the  light  of  the  ‘“t^bes-  e  sai 
really  care  for  me,  then  take  a  vow  by  B  ^ 

dynasty  that  you  will  never  forsake  me  K  . 
feeling  that  I  am  all  alone  ” 

“Did  you  ever  feel  the  need  for  a  to  j 

“I  feel  It  today  I  don’t  want  "or  do  I  warn 

want  the  sacred  word  of  your  etemal  men  s  p  „  j 

“If  that  IS  what  will  Nearby,  a  spark  flicked  off 

placed  my  hand  m  his  extended  palm  N  ^  impenetrable 

the  torch  on  the  stone  pillar  and  fell  on  my  hand  My  imp 
skin-armour  prevented  any  burn 

7 

Any  chance  I  got,  I  advised  is  a  rare  quality, 

pleasant  incidents  of  his  life  The  abih  y  shake  off  the 

and  not  easily  obtained  by  everyone  1  wa 

bitterness  of  the  past,  but  I  had  not  .  .  person  who,  while 

life  My  efforts  resembled  those  of  a  wo  soothes  another  s 

looking  after  his  own  bruises, 

But  I  had  to  do  it  Sometimes  one  has  chanoteer  ’’  These 

“I  will  never  agree  to  be  the  bn  e  haughty  woman 

venomous  arrowy  words  of  that  loy  y  ,  ,^35  well  settled  as  a 
produced  unbearable  fiery  pam  m  my  .  of  two  beautiful 

householder  Father  of  seven  sons,  an  intensely  as  the 

wives-yet  the  memory  of  Oraupadi  pncKeo  Memones' 

screams  of  a  deer  whose  heart  is  /vessel  of  fragrances  or 

How  will  those  who  think  that ,  memones  to  a  wamor 
a  peacock  feather  ever  understand  tna 
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insulted  by  a  woman  are  like  the  flaming  sands  of  the  desert*^  Out 
of  that  desert  emanate  only  the  licking  heat-waves  of  vengeance 
The  tender  seeds  of  discipline,  large-heartedness  and  forgiveness 
wither  in  those  heat-waves 

Twentyfive  years  vanished  in  the  womb  of  Time  I  have  heard 
that  Time  is  the  divine  healer  of  all  sorrows  This  was  not  my 
experience  Only  one  thought  gripped  my  mind  in  these  twentyfive 
years  What  if  I  had  been  born  a  Kshatnya'^  Indeed,  it  was  some¬ 
thing  to  think  about — what  turn  would  my  life  had  taken  had  I  been 
a  Kshatriya’’  Would  I  have  become  like  Raja  Duryodhana,  or  like 
Uncle  Shakuni,  or  like  Shishupala‘>  They  were  all  Kshatnyas 
Would  I  have  relished  being  like  them'’  These  and  similar  ques¬ 
tions  ringed  me  But  not  one  satisfactory  answer  was  forthcoming 
I  and  Duryodhana — our  lives  day  by  day,  hour  by  hour,  were 
getting  mote  and  more  entangled  Who  would  support  who — that 
was  the  chief  question  No  matter  what,  it  was  my  duty  to  help  out 
Duryodhana 

To  keep  him  happy  some  pastimes  were  essential — hunting, 
water  cruises,  chanot-racmg,  gambling,  and  similar  activities  I 
loathed  gambling,  but  Uncle  Shakuni  was  an  expert  in  the  art  The 
two  of  them — uncle  and  nephew — could  throw  dice  for  hours  on 
end  I  neither  understood  the  bonng  game  of  those  ugly  pieces  nor 
could  I  find  any  enjoyment  in  it 

At  Duryodhana’s  request  I  would  sit  behind  him  and  observe 
detachedly  the  uninspiring  play  Looking  at  the  dice  board  it 
struck  me  that  my  own  life  was  a  little  like  that  board  Four 
strips — vertical  and  horizontal  And  countless  squares  of 
promises,  defamations,  and  humiliations 

In  one  such  game  I  noticed  that  Duryodhana  had  lost  all  his 
stakes  Not  one  throw  came  out  nght  for  him  that  day  All  came  in 
Uncle’s  favour  Angry  with  himself,  Duryodhana  threw  out  the 
dice  board 

Uncle  smiled  and  said,  ‘  Silly  one,  don’t  throw  out  the  board  If 
you  so  wish,  this  is  the  same  board  that  will  make  you  pulverise  the 
Pandavas ’ 

“How  IS  that  possible’’  How  can  two  cubits  of  cloth  and  four 
cheap  cowries  pulvense  hill  huge  Bhima’’  ’ 

Uncle  Shakuni  narrowed  Jm  eyes,  stroked  his  black  beard  with 
the  thin  fingers  of  his  left  hand,  pondered  briefly,  and  replied. 
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“How  does  a  tiny  goad  tame  a  hill-huge  elephant  to  follow  the 
right  path'>  With  these  five  cownes  I  will  tame  the  five  Pandavas  in 

the  same  way  ”  tint 

“I  have  always  thought  highly  of  your  intelligence,  line  e  u 
today  I'm  beginning  to  have  doubts  ”  Duryodhana  said  this 
because  he  could  not  fathom  Uncle  Shakuni  s  mind  ^ 

“A  confused  mind  sees  confusion  everywhere  at  s  your 

problem  You’ve  lost  all  sense  of  proportion 

nights  because  the  insult  of  Draupadi  haunts  you  That  s  w  y  y 
speak  the  way  you  do  ”  Each  word  of  his  was  heart-wounding 
“Uncle,  what  wrong  have  I  said*^  You’re  thinking  o 
up  the  five  hill-strong  Pandavas  m  the  four  stnps  o  c 
make  this  dice-board— I  think  that’s  an  impossible  dream 
“Not  only  the  five  Pandavas,  but  I  can  wrap  up  J  ® 

Draupadi  and  the  Queen  Mother  Kunti  as  well  m  e 

this  dice-board  Only  they  are  brave  who  h^ve  the  habit  of 
dreaming  brave  dreams  and  who  try  to  "t^ke  t  ^  between 
■But  how  IS  this  possible’  There's  a  »orid  of 
dream  and  fact  There’s  nothing  which  says  that  all  th 

brave  man  will  come  true  ”  .  ,  _  „tvrholoBical 

“You  are  certainly  a  raja,  but  you  don  t  have  P  ^ 
insight  into  human  beings  that  8°“  perfectly  possible 

you  would  have  been  the  first  to  admit  tha  P  g^iHiction  ” 
to  ruin  an  intelligent  man  by  taking  advantage  what’" 

“Addiction’  Who  are  you  referring  to’  And  addicted  to  wh 
“Prince  Yudhishthira  is  addicted  to  gam  mg 
■  How  does  that  concern  us’”  Yudhishthira  to  play 

If  once — ^lust  once  you  could  persua  .  ,  _  and  in  your 

dice  with  his  unde  Shakuni  You  got  “'■  wo  '^„jl„shthira 
confusion  you  threw  away  the  dice-board 

infinitely  more  worked  upj’  .  ,  ug’c  pot  going 

“Uncle,  the  things  you  say'  Hc^isn’t  such  a  fool  He  s  n  g 

to  set  foot  m  Hastinapura  again  ”  ^  here 

‘  Not  by  himself,  true  The  whole  trie  i  Iq 

Snakes  that  hide  m  holes  are  not  easily  scuttled  out  Yo 

smoke  them  out  ’’  ^  um  out?” 

“And  how  do  you  propose  to  smoke  i  .  ordinary 

“With  the  smoke  of  a  yajna  woti  Dharma — 

reason,  but  he’ll  certainly  come  for  dharma  H.s  title 
Or  have  you  forgotten*^  ’ 
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''Yajna"^"  Duryodhana  said»  narrowing  his  forehead 
“That’s  right  Yajna  A  yajna  far  grander  than  the  Rajasuya 
Summon  the  chief  minister  Vnshavarman  and  have  the  invitations 
sent  out  today  itself,”  Uncle  replied,  clacking  the  cownes  in  his 
palm  The  cowries  in  his  hand  seemed  to  me  to  be  like  the 
frightening  eyes  of  a  dead  man  There  was  nothing  in  what  he  said 
that  indicated  dignity  I  listened  carefully  to  their  conversation, 
but  I  smelt  the  odour  of  dirty  pobtics  in  Uncle’s  remarks  and, 
opposing  him,  I  said,  “Uncle,  you  are  called  the  king  of  Subala 
Are  you  going  to  use  the  hand  that  wields  a  sword  against  enemies 
on  the  battlefield  and  humbles  them  to  the  dust  to  throw  cowries 
and  string  a  noose  around  the  necks  of  the  Pandavas*^  I  don’t  think 
this  does  you  any  credit  ” 

“Kama  you  know  nothing  of  politics  Politics  is  not  practised  by 
the  strength  of  one’s  arms  or  by  generous  fellow-feeling  It  needs 
the  exercise  of  brain  A  simple  person  like  you  will  take  an  axe  and 
like  a  madman  spend  his  life  trying  to  level  a  massive  forest,  but 
but  a  man  like  me  will  reduce  that  forest  to  ashes  with  the  help  of  a 
single  spark  Come,  I  stake  eight  times  for  the  eight  directions  ” 
Saying  this,  he  suddenly  turned  and  played  the  cownes  on  the 
board  They  fell  exactly  as  predicted  He  jumped  up  and  shouted, 
‘  Look*  Eight’  A  perfect  eight’” 

His  harsh  voice  sent  a  shiver  up  my  spine  Was  Uncle  a  great 
warrior  or  just  a  brilliant  dice-player'^ 

I  rose  and  went  out  I  had  seen  many  kinds  of  people  in  my  life, 
but  Uncle  Shakum  was  in  a  class  by  himself  Lost  in  thought,  I 
arrived  at  Vnshah’s  mansion  As  1  entered,  Vnshasena  and 
Sushena  clung  to  my  legs  And  little  Vnshaketa  lisped, 
“Faa  th  er’”  and  swayed  forward  to  greet  me  Seeing  the  three  of 
them,  1  forgot  all  about  Uncle  and  politics 

8 


‘  Raja  of  Anga,  the  yajna  will  be  performed  on  the  auspicious 
day  of  Knshna-chaturdashi  ”  I  received  the  information  from  the 
chief  minister  himself,  who  had  never  before  come  to  my  palace 
This  surpnsed  me 

“The  fourth  day  of  the  dark  fortnight'^  Is  Duryodhana  going 
ahead  with  the  yajna  with  the  Amavasya  sitting  on  his  head*^” 


The  Death  Conqueror 


333 


‘‘Yes  Uncle  Shakuni  has  chosen  the  day  There's  no  way  of 
changing  it  " 

‘  Uncle  Shakuni'J  Who  will  be  the  chief  of  the  ya/tia 
Uncle  Shakuni  himself  To  ensure  that  all  the  rituals  ate  pe  - 
formed  with  devotion,  the  Maharaja  has  requested  ®  ohmi- 

the  Ganga  and  to  offer  obeisance  to  the  Sun  God  at  t  e  r 
muhurta  on  that  day  I  have  come  personally  to  in  J 
this  ”  As  he  rose  to  go,  a  servant  searching  or  im  . 

room  with  a  golden  platter  covered  with  silk  cloth  e 
placed  the  platter  on  a  three-legged  shisham  woo  ta  e 
Whafs  this’’’  the  chief  asked  raising  his 
A  messenger  has  arrived  from  Indraprastha  with  this  platter 

He’s  waiting  outside  m  the  guest-house  .u.  ^loitcrwere 

The  chief  minister  removed  the  silk  covenng  n  P 
a  golden  crown  and  a  golden  mace  scurried  like 

Both  were  Duryodhana’s  Seeing  them,  Duryodhana 

red  and  black  ants  from  the  ant-hill  of  "jy .‘A 
dunked  in  the  lake  the  deceptive  <*asign  o  c  pictures 

blind  father’s  son  will  naturally  be  blin 

danced  in  front  of  my  eyes  inrtraorastha  with  the 

“Chief  Minister,  return  this  platter  t  .  ^  j  instructed 

largest  shawl  and  dress  in  Duryodhana  s  w  .’,.„fn  the  ves- 
him  appropriately  Which  other  platter  was  fit  to 
tures  of  huge  Bhima*^  .  fallowed  the  chief 

The  servant  picked  up  the  “^,„ar.bird  of  my  mind 

minister  Seeing  the  golden  crown,  the 

started  preening  its  variegated  plumes  o  ^  day 

1  had  placed  my  crown  on  ^  crown  on  my  head 

Shishupala  was  decapitated,  but  there  w  Why  was  it 

when  I  returned  Who  had  placed  it  thcr  to  these 

exactly  like  Sri  Knshna’s  crown*?  I  neve  b 
^^encs  j  lifted  the  crown 

I  Vicnt  to  the  ornaments  room  and  6*”^^  .  y^jjranm^  hand 
Slovsly  I  Wiped  the  specks  of  dust  with  ,  ,„eourscd  throuph 
on  the  engravings,  an  that  could  so  numb 

m>  body  What  was  the  secret  of  this  ^  anssver 

mei  1  loaded  m>  head  with  all  kinds  of  q  „,ih 

was  forthcoming  When  you  come  «>  •«'  ’  ,f  poI  on'' 

mysteries  There’s  no  shortace  of  them  arounu 
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one  or  two  mysteries  really  stnke  the  mind  as  important  They 
haunt  the  mind— and  one  yearns  to  find  their  meaning 

I  re-placed  the  crown  carefully  on  its  stand  Cunosity  is  like 
fungus  which  spreads  all  over  a  single  rock-incidcnt,  fed  with  the 
water  of  the  mind  There  is  only  one  way  of  stopping  this  fungoid 

growth  throw  away  the  rock  I  removed  the  crown  from  sight,  and 

closed  the  door  of  the  ornaments  room 

9 


Duryodhana  began  making  preparations  for  the  yajna  Workers 
from  Hastinapura  went  to  neighbouring  kingdoms  to  gather  the 
required  materials  for  the  yajna  But  no  one  got  to  know  why 
Duryodhana  despatched  Duhshasana  to  Magadha  Even  I  had  no 
inkling  of  these  clandestine  dealings  in  the  palace 
Duhshasana  returned  from  Rajagriha,  the  capital  of  Magadha, 
in  fifteen  days  I  immediately  asked  him  the  reason  for  his 
Magadha  visit  He  replied  tersely,  “Preparations  for  the  yo/nfl,”  and 
cleverly  evaded  the  point 

I  should  of  course  have  been  pleased  with  Duryodhana’s  plan 
for  the  yajna  but  I  wasn’t  He  was  bent  on  making  a  public 
exhibition  of  his  wealth  at  this  yajna  Wealth  is  an  essential  require¬ 
ment  in  life  but  1  do  not  think  it  should  be  flaunted  It  wasn’t  right 
at  all  that  Uncle  Shakuni  gamble  at  this  exhibition 

Duryodhana  was  becoming  the  victim  of  every  plan  of  Uncle 
Shakuni  Seeing  tfus  made  things  difficult  for  me  I  had  given  him 
word  of  eternal  friendship  Friends  are  not  those  who  flatter  m  fine 
times  and  keep  silent  in  hard  times  To  Duryodhana  I  was  a  fnend 
dear  as  life  itself  Wasn’t  it  my  duty  to  explain  the  wiles  of  Uncle 
Shakuni  to  Duryodhana*^  Wasn’t  it  Uncle  Shakum’s  decision  to 
hand  over  the  dense  wilderness  of  Khandava  to  the  Pandavas  as 
their  kingdom*^  It  was  he  who  now  pushed  the  snake-idea  of  the 
yajna  in  Duryodhana’s  head  Duryodhana  was  easily  influenced, 
so  I  went  one  day  to  his  palace  to  warn  him  in  advance 

1  had  expected  him  to  be  alone,  but  Princess  Duhshala  was  with 
him  Seeing  me,  she  rose  She  was  eyeing  my  flesh-ear-nngs 
askance — something  I  didn’t  like  I  was  getting  fed  up  with  my  ear¬ 
rings  They  had  stuck  to  my  eare  for  forty  years,  and  I  still  didn’t 
know  why  They  were  the  cause  of  my  becoming  the  cynosure  of 
so  much  curiosity 
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Determined  not  to  show  my  face  to  Duhshala,  I  sat  own  c  i 
a  massive  pillar  Duryodhana  was  astute  enough  to  no 
predicament  He  sent  Duhshala  away  with  the  wor  s, 
Duhshasana  to  come  here  immediately 
As  she  went  away  with  bowed  head,  I  brought  up  e 
“King,  you  believe  m  valour,  don’t  you'’ 

“Karna,  valour  .s  a  Kshatr.ya's  life,  and  I  am  a  Kshatr.ya  But 

why  this  question'’”  .  ^  m 

“In  that  case,  why  don’t  you  choose  valour  as 
implement  your  ambitions*’”  And 

*  Not  all  ambitions  are  achievable  by  valour 
after  all,  politics  also  requires  valour,  doesn  t  it 
knowing  what  was  at  the  back  of  my  mm 

“What  kind  of  valour  can  be  associated  wi  p 
“A  brave  brain  ”  He  clacked  the  cowries  in  hst 
“Do  you  really  believe  that  this  valour  you  mentio 
to  a  Kshatriyat”  valiant  Jara- 

“Why  not'’  Do  you  ®"/pol,„cs  ,5  not  a  straight- 

sandha  by  the  strength  of  his  arms  P  ^  snake-arrow  that 
shooting  arrow  that  goes  direct  to  its  have 

twists  and  turns  according  to  the  „  speak  so  highly 

the  Pandavas  ever  abided  by  this  valou  y 

oP” 

“What  have  they  done*’”  behaved  in  childhood 

“What  haven’t  they  done’’  The  ^  no  better  than  the 

With  me,  Duhshasana,  and  all  my  broineo  nic 

way  one  behaves  with  a  servant  u-gn  insulted’’  Don  t 

How  can  you  ever  forget  the  way  you  a  Bhima  m  the 

you  still  feel  the  whipping  you  receive  r  Draupadi*’ 

stadium*’  Have  you  forgotten  the  ^cnom  retaliate 

You  were  physically  strong  if  \alour  is  indeed 

against  their  barbanc  misbehaviour  e^  The  least  you  can  do  is 
the  mainstay  of  life,  why  are  you  sucni 
take  revenge  against  the  person  who,  m  ^ 

pavilion,  so  cruelly  slaughtered  your  entered  your 

“Revenge'  Revenge'  What  kind  o  •  ^ 

head'  1  can’t  understand  any'thing  reaction  of 

“Revenge  is  never  the  root  feeling  m  anyone’s  sclf-rc5p|cct 

an  insulted  mind  You  should  never  h  Ha' 

And  if  hurt  self-respect  reacts  tcvengcluiiy. 
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anyone  cared  to  find  out  why,  for  over  twentyfive  years,  my  mind 
has  become  what  it  has  become"’  Duryodhana  has  been  ignored  in 
this  palace  teeming  with  servants  and  soldiers  The  person  whom  1 
revered  all  my  life,  Grandsire  Bhishma,  has  demeaned  me  lower 
than  animals  by  ordering  me  to  count  the  animals  for  the  yajna  of 
the  Pandavas  Tell  me,  Kama,  how  can  1  forget  all  these  things'^ 
“You  can  at  least  try  You’ll  go  mad  if  you  wish  to  live  with  a 
heap  of  bitter  memories  ’ 

“Kama,  it’s  easy  to  give  advice  and  difficult  to  set  an  example 
Can  you  swear  by  your  precious*as  life  flcsh-car-rings  and  skin- 
armour  that  you  have  completely  forgotten  the  heart-piercing 
hurtful  bitter  shouts  of  ‘Son  of  a  charioteer*  Son  of  a  charioteer* 

He  left  me  answer-less  His  words  roused  the  lion  of  long-lost 
memories  sleeping  in  the  cave  of  my  body  With  the  exception  of 
Duryodhana,  no  one  had  given  me  such  loving  sympathy  Hadn  t 
everyone,  taking  advantage  of  every  occasion,  fitted  the  arrows  of 
ndicule  on  the  bow  of  their  tongues,  fired  them  at  me  from  all 
sides  I  was  a  warnor,  an  archer,  the  Raja  of  Anga,  I  had  skin- 
armour  and  flesh-ear-rings — weren’t  all  these  self-estimations 
false’’  Insulted  by  all,  and  accepted  only  by  Duryodhana,  what  was 
I  except  a  mere  chanoteer’’  Because  I  was  brought  up  m  a 
thatched  hut,  I  had  no  acquaintance  with  the  subtleties  of  politics 
So  whatever  Duryodhana  did,  was  fine  Who  was  1  to  advise  him*’ 
A  charioteer’s  son  like  me  could  afford  to  calmly  swallow  bitter 
insults,  but  a  raja  like  Duryodhana  would  never  tolerate  them  It  is 
true,  indeed,  that  the  mind  of  a  charioteer  is  like  a  horse  Anyone 
can  whip  his  back 

“I’ll  take  leave  of  you  ”  Saying  this,  I  rose  I  couldn’t  make  head 
or  tail  of  anything 

‘  Angry’’  Sit  ”  He  took  my  hand  and  forced  me  to  sit  down 
Glancing  at  the  cowries  in  his  palm,  he  said  gravely,  “Everyone 
thinks  I  am  cruel  and  unreasonable  Do  you  think  so  too’’  Tell 
me  ” 

“Of  course  not  You  are  the  eldest  and  the  finest  of  the  Kaurava 
princes  You  know  what’s  good  or  bad  for  you  But,  as  a  fnend,  I 
certainly  want  to  tell  you  that  before  you  accept  any  advice  of 
Uncle  Shakuni,  you  should  think  twice  ” 

He  transferred  the  cowries  to  my  palm  and  said,  “In  a  few  days 
you’ll  get  to  see  how  much  more  powerful  than  you  or  I  these 
cowries  are  People  like  Uncle  Shakuni  whom  I  have  retained  m 
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my  royal  assembly  are  not  a  group  that  s  about  1°  S"  on  a  pi  g 

age  You’ll  learn  the  truth  of  this  in  a  few  days  „ 

“No  matter  what  you  say,  1  am  not  m  favour  ot  this  gambling 
match  "  I  flung  the  cowries  on  the  seat  They  ra  ^ 

then  were  still  Duryodhana  glared  at  me,  then  at  e 

gingerly  picked  them  up  His  pink  eyes  change  c 
fixedly  at  me,  he  said,  “I  know  you  don’t  ■ 

throw  these  cowries  once  at  least  Think  of  a  nu  ’  ygt 

He  handed  me  the  cowries  1  felt  pity  for  his  'omp^^al 
stubborn  nature  He  knew  I  loathed  gambling,  7  j  , 

to  play  the  cowries  The  moment  1  hoW  he  cowrie^’ 
irresistible  urge  to  rush  to  “>0  wmdow^nd  th^ 

He  shook  both  my  hands  and  said.  y 
number,  and  throw  the  dice  One  throw  is  enough  to  tell  y 

lucky  you  are  ’’  5  of  mck,  then  I 

“Lucky!  Lucky!  if  these  cowries  ar  g  „,o 

stand  opposed  to  it  and  I  declare  it  lo  "  j),ey  rattled 

number  one!’’ Shouting  “One!”  I  played  the  eownes  y 
and  stopped  Not  one— but  five  but 

Duryodhana  should  have  been  overj  7  cowries,  as  if 

he  wasn’t  Forgetting  himself,  he  kept  s  a  A  thick  web  of 

he  was  trying  to  find  someone  in  these  on  p  Drops  of 

wrinkles  furrowed  his  forehead  like  a  w 

sweat  gleamed  on  the  tip  of  his  ^harp  window  and 

and.  with  his  hands  behind  his  back,  a  *  but  he  turned  back 

gazed  into  the  distance  irosetospea  o  .,’j,  pa,  did  you  and 
Narrowing  his  eyes,  he  asked  irrelevantly. 

Jarasandha  ever  fight  a  duel’’  nerson  who  a  second 

■■Yes.’’  1  replied  Icouldn’imakeoutwhy  .nicrcsicd 

ago  was  deciding  my  fate  by  the  throw  I  (.uu,u  lo 

in  my  duel  with  Jarasandha  ..a  unrelated  question' 

realise  that  he  was  given  to  asking  a  rup  junPOnl^oulc 

“And  did  you  spare  Jarasandha  s  l  e 

hiiT)  free  from  yourThorny-Arm  o  jiniamioru  m J  e 

"Yes  We  had  gone  to  Ran.  Bhanumaus^^^  y 

kingdom  of  Kalinga— the  time  ‘^„jb3  angrib  rhillcnyr 

never  knew  what  happened  la^-  L  ‘  ^  bid  him  fat 
me  lo  a  duel,  and  N^hcn  ni>  l,fe  Which  I 

pinned  down,  he  bepped  me  to  spare 
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“Kama,  if  I  were  to  ask  you  for  something  today,  would  you 
have  qualms  about  granting  it^”  He  narrowed  his  eyes  further  as 
he  asked  this 

“Ask  anything,  even  my  life,  but  don’t  ask  me  to  gamble 
“All  I  ask  you  is  that  you  should  not  gamble  Not  just  that,  but 
when  the  gambling  is  going  on  dunng  the  yajna  ceremony  you 
should  be  conspicuous  by  your  absence  If  you  decide  to  be 
present,  then  keep  silent  while  the  game  is  played  ” 

‘That’s  all*^  If  it  pleases  you,  I  shall  keep  completely  silent 
dunng  the  gambling  ”  1  rose  to  go,  and  Duhshasana  entered  He 
picked  up  the  cowries  as  if  they  were  gold  coins  Placing  them  in 
Duryodhana’s  hands,  he  said,  “Who  flung  these  precious  cownes 
like  that*’  Do  you  people  want  me  to  go  to  Magadha  again'^’ 

Oh,  so  Duhshasana  went  to  Magadha  to  get  these  cowries'^ 
These  had  to  be  brought  from  all  that  distance'  What  was  so 
special  about  them*’  Perhaps  both  of  them  knew  the  answer  I  had 
no  great  desire  to  know  why 

10 


There  was  nothing  improper  in  Duryodhana’s  plan  to  hold  a 
yajna  Who  would  not  like  to  support  an  activity  of  dharma*^  But  1 
was  very  unhappy  at  the  inclusion  of  Uncle  Shakums  name  as 
chief  of  the  yajna  I  had  thought  of  inviting  Sn  Krishna  for  that 
purpose  Had  Gurudeva  Vidura  been  sent  to  Dvaraka,  Sri  Krishna 
would  certainly  have  accepted  By  choosing  Uncle  Shakuni, 
Duryodhana  placed  the  rudder  of  the  royal  Kaurava  ship  in  his 
hands  as  it  were  Now  his  decisions  would  determine  their 
direction  My  life  was  merely  the  mast  of  the  ship — right  in  the 
centre  but  unable  to  influence  the  course  of  events — swaying  with 
every  new  set  of  circumstances  Nodding  its  head  to  the  whims  of 
the  vessel  I  couldn’t  forsake  Duryodhana,  but  neither  could  1 
support  every  plan  of  his 

The  growing  splendour  of  the  Pandavas  not  only  amazed 
Dur\odhana.  it  also  made  him  apprehensive  He  called  many 
meetings  of  the  royal  assembly,  and  at  each  meeting  he  placed  the 
same  question  before  Maharaja  Dhntarashtra  What  i\as  the  best 
ufli  of  (itmmtng  the  glory  of  the  Pandavas'^  With  that  as  his  sacred 
formula  he  allowed  himself  to  luxuriate  in  the  grotesque,  risible 
dream  of  annihilating  the  Pandavas 
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On  one  occasion  he  worked  out  a  plan  of  getting 
control  I  felt  sorry  for  his  so-called  political  leader  h  p  the^Hjs 
intention  was  to  create  jealous  misun  ers  , 

Draupadi  and  her  five  husbands  A  skilfu  mai  w  j^sension 
Indraprastha,  and  instructed  to  use  her  wi  ,, 

among  the  Pandavas  Finally,  I  was  forced  to  ^ 

was  highly  unlikely  that  a  wife  so  J*,han  beggars  would 

her  days  when  her  husbands  were  no  b«ter  ton  D 

practise  deceit  now  when  they  were  „hlv  wicked  sugges- 

Uncle  Shakuni  whispered  all  kinds  of  During 

tions  to  Duryodhana— all  in  the  .3^3  Dhritarashtra 

one  of  the  sittings  of  the  royal  assem  y,  regarding  the 

asked  me.  “Tell  us,  Kama,  what  under  the  im- 

Pandavas’’"  Many  members  of  the  ass  y  forward  with 
pression  that  1,  like  Uncle  Shakum.  w  that  would 

another  brilliant  scheme  of  humbling  understood  Kama 

astonish  one  and  alt  But  clearly  they  a  of  intngumgpohti- 
Kama's  nature  simply  did  not  contain  “"y  realised  this— a  fact 
cal  chicanery  Some  of  them  had  no  y  j^|an,  once  and  for 
which  pained  me  To  resolve  “•e  Pandav  ^  Kauravas 

all,  I  addressed  the  assembly,  “Th®  P  “^davas  lam  totally  m 
does  not  he  in  incurring  the  enmity  ot  g,u5l,nia  Enmity  can 

agreement  with  this  assessment  of  -j  oonsensus  that  t  c 

never  be  life’s  concern  But  if  >t  ^  ^  Kauravas,  then  let  us 
prosperity  of  the  Pandavas  is  a  Dtupada,  and  dec  arc 

pre  empt  the  armies  of  the  ”  f.j  decide  who  should  survi' 

war  on  the  Pandavas  Let  the  ha«leR^='^  ,  ^piy  agreed  with 
and  who  not  "  Not  one  warrior  m  •»«  royal  ^,e 

my  proposal  The  truth  of  the  ma  warnor-members  o 

exception  of  Pitamaha  Bhishma,  ,  ^  Their  hcinou  p 

ro>al  assembly  were  afraid  of  the  ListenmP  * 

were  the  products  of  their  toatoh  ^  uudMj  a  . 

felt  deeply  hurt  At  times  1  would  le  '  und  silently 

taking  Shon  with  me.  go  to  the  bank  onhc  ^  p  ,0 

there  Seeing  the  transfixed  ®  bought  of  the  Kaurasa 

plunge  their  beaks  for  a  fish-mca  •  „  of  ihc  single  oPl^  J 

nock  of  similar  cranes  With  the  "“/^^"o.her  bird  kmc  m  -ha- 
Ilhishmn,  there  \sa5  no  other  *• 
group  of  cranes  This  upset  me 
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Whatever  was  happening  around  me.  was  to  me  clear  as  day¬ 
light  But  It  did  not  please  me  at  all  There  was  no  one  in  the 
Kaurava  royal  assembly  to  whom  I  could  speak  my  mind  Who 
except  Duryodhana  looked  on  me  seriously  as  the  king  of  Anga*^  I 
had  regard  for  Duryodhana,  but  that  did  not  mean  that  I  agreed 
with  all  his  plans  and  policies 

The  greatest  misfortune  that  I  had  to  face  was  that  all  the 
citizens  of  Hastinapura  had  made  up  their  minds  that  every  action 
of  Duryodhana,  however  minor,  had  the  approval  of  Kama  No 
one  gave  thought  to  the  fact  that  Kama  came  of  humble  stock 
Kama  had  personally,  with  bowed  head,  experienced  how  insuffer¬ 
able  injustice  can  be  Anyone  who  has  experienced  injustice  will 
never  wield  the  weapon  of  injustice  against  another  That  was  why 
I  could  never  see  eye-to-eye  with  Duryodhana  and  Uncle  Shakuni 
On  the  other  hand,  I  must  admit  that  I  was  unable  to  convey  my 
values  to  them  Actually,  there  was  nothing  in  what  I  said  that  was 
so  difficult  to  comprehend  Straight  talk — and  clean  war — war 
which  befitted  warnors  and  brought  them  glory  But  Duryo- 
dhana’s  mind  was  not  healthy  enough  to  listen  and  think  seriously 
of  these  matters  It  doesn’t  follow  that  if  a  person  is  physically 
close  to  you,  he  is  also  mentally  close  Every  individual  is  a 
distinct,  separate,  and  mystenous  unit  of  different  ideas,  thoughts, 
and  feelings 

From  ray  point  of  view  I  had  only  one  duty  to  help  out  in  his 
yajna  with  all  the  means  at  my  command  Whether  one  likes  it  or 
not,  duty  has  to  be  performed 

The  same  yajna  cannot  be  performed  twice  by  one  family  That 
IS  why  our  yajna  was  called  the  "Mahayaga" 

11 


The  palace  overflowed  with  the  materials  for  the  yajna  Duryo- 
dhana’s  workers  spared  no  efforts  In  front  of  the  palace,  a  magni¬ 
ficent  pavilion  was  constructed,  rivalling  that  of  the  Pandavas  in 
grandeur  Invitations  had  been  sent  to  Shaunaka,  Bhngu, 
Chyavana,  Kanva  and  other  respect-worthy  nshis  The  kings  of 
neighbounng  temtones  had  also  been  invited 
The  Knshna-chaturdashi  day  dawned  Not  dawned,  rose  dark 
and  overpowenng,  because  from  early  morning  the  soft-blue 
umbrella  of  the  sky  was  a  mass  of  dense,  black  clouds  This 
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disturbed  my  mmd  Not  a  speck  of  light  anywhere^nly  a  feeling 

of  suffocation  .u.  and  offer  my 

I  was  supposed  to  stand  waist-deep  m  Duryodhana’s 

argftya-homage  to  the  Sun-God  for  ‘j’®  ^  sanctified 

yajna  I  had  decided  to  remain  standing 
faggots  were  offered  in  the  sacred  fire  Fverv  day,  at 

I  left  my  home  to  make  my  way  to  uoai  of 

dawn,  Shon’s  wife  Meghamala  drew  an  “P  design 

the  Vishnu  temple  That  day,  ,f  ^nd  sketching  a 

visible  Then  I  saw  her,  humming  to  heme. 
pattern  Hearing  my  footsteps,  she  ®  r-  e-ingredientbowl 

head  In  her  hurry  to  get  up,  she  droppe  and  yellow  tur- 

The  white  alpana  powder,  blood  re  the' dropped  bowl  as 

menc  powder  got  mixed  up  She  consi  women  tend  to 

an  inauspicious  omen  Whatever  one  ^  j  for  a  second,  the 
have  pious  minds  Meghamala  froze  an  ,j,g  o/nanfl-design 

next  instant  she  stretched  her  hand  to  alpana  be 

Seeing  her  flustered,  I  said  to  her  smilingly.  beautiful  ’ 

The  streaks  of  red  and  yellow  on  ,,  was,  and  went 

Without  a  word,  she  left  the  smudge  P  .  alpana  mess 
away  I  kept  looking  for  a  long  time  a  j  ^|,„,bed  down 

With  the  red,  yellow  and  white  still consists  of  su* 
the  steps  of  the  palace  Every  m  i^  nature  places  these  ste(K 
steps — the  incidents  of  a  life  Some  i  .^^1  no  time  at  a 
in  consecutive  order  and  takes  the  .,mes  it  drops  him  do 
the  highest  pinnacle  of  his  ambition  ^  degradation  e 

these  very  same  steps  into  the  dar  es  j 

down  the  steps  and  reached  the  lev  ®  n  front  of  me 

The  open  courtyard  of  the  P“  sun’s  orb  m  the  spaf 

in  the  courtyard,  there  was  no  sign  ^^bitc  cloth 

waters  The  only  refleetion  m  it  ''^'iJwans  circling  the 
pavilion’s  ceding  There  were  aome  royaj  sw^^  ^  U  M 

with  lifted  necks  Seeing  those  pure  ^  j  with  being  “  , 

Uncle  Shakuni  The  royal  awf"  a_he  had  shown  that 

rctnevc  the  milk  from  water-mixe  ,^jn  that  » 

to  me  and  Ashvatthaman  And  i  ,  j,nd-csil  mixed.  f 
being  too  in  his  life  chooses  frt”"  E  .^5  ,,,c 

unholj  mixed,  exactly  as  he  a'on  j  I  turned  tow 

With  a  las.  curious  look  at  ,hc  chanois  of 

chanot-houses  Satyasena  was 
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Kauravas  and  making  room  for  the  vehicles  of  the  guests  A  large 
number  of  invitees  was  expected  at  the  Mahayajna 

Seeing  me,  he  came  near  I  asked  him  to  yoke  my  usual  white- 
horsed  chariot,  which  he  did  in  a  short  time  Flicking  the  whip  on 
the  horses’  backs,  he  said,  “Where  to’’" 

“To  the  bank  of  the  Ganga,”  I  said,  looking  at  the  workers 
putting  the  finishing  touches  to  the  decorations  of  the  yajna 
pavilion 

According  to  the  norm,  I  should  have  gone  alone  to  the  Ganga’s 
bank  It  struck  me  that  I  was  needlessly  taking  Satyasena  with  me, 
but  It  was  not  proper  that  I  order  him  to  go  back  now  Sometimes  a 
man  does  the  wrong  thing  for  no  apparent  reason  That  was  the 
kind  of  wrong  I  did  by  taking  him  with  me 

All  the  thoroughfares  of  Hastinapura  were  teeming  with  crowds 
of  people,  but  no  one  seemed  enthusiastic  about  their  activities  It 
could  have  been  the  overcast  sky  that  made  me  feel  that  way  The 
eyes  see  what  the  mind  feels 

The  chariot  approached  the  aty  limits  Not  too  far  away  was  the 
Ganga  Satyasena  passed  through  the  city  gates  and  swerved  to¬ 
wards  the  Ganga  Simultaneously  a  chariot  drawn  by  brownish- 
grey  horses  sped  in  from  the  west,  overtook  our  chariot  and 
entered  the  city  gates  We  stared  at  it  Gurudeva  Vidura  was  in  it 
He  had  been  asked  by  Duryodhana  to  invite  the  Pandavas  He  was 
probably  returning  with  Draupadi  and  the  Pandavas,  because  he 
was  sitting  alongside  the  chanoteer  m  the  driver’s  seat  Clearly 
there  was  a  lady  inside 

The  very  thought  of  Draupadi  darkened  my  mind  like  a  cloud- 
obscured  sky  She  had  gnevously  wounded  my  esteem  by  her 
heartless  jibes  in  the  svayamvara,  which  clawed  at  the  roots  of  my 
very  dignity  Ah,  how  could  I  have  tolerated  a  female  to  do  this  to 
me'  Kama  is  a  warrior,  an  archer — this  had  turned  out  to  be  a 
hollow  boast  Hadn’t  Time  taken  the  reins  of  Kama’s  life  by 
making  him  a  chanoteer’' 

Satyasena  was  whipping  the  horses  and  my  mind  was  whipping 
my  self-esteem 

We  arrived  at  the  bank  of  the  Ganga  I  saw  the  place  where  I 
normally  stood  in  the  waters  for  my  ntual  worship  I  would  return 
immediately  to  the  yajna  pavilion  after  a  darshan  of  the  Sun  God 
I  had  therefore  instracted  Shon  last  night  to  bnng  the  royal  vest 
ments  and  ornaments  to  the  Ganga’s  bank  I  had  specifically  asked 
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him  to  have  ready  the  crown  that  was  on  my  Ganga,  1 

from  Indraprastha  Standing  m  the  „ys  of 

dosed  my  eyes  No  matter  how  hard  ’  ^  ^  and  saw 
light  refused  to  appear  before  my  eyes  P  ripphng 

flock  upon  flock  of  fcnmndnvn-birds  soaring  across  ^ 

Ganga  My  mind  seemed  to  burst  ,oo.  the  sky 

the  waves  of  the  Ganga  Onthedayoft  ®  foreseen  going  to 

had  become  overcast  like  this  Was  something  untor 

happen  today  too’  ,  ,,  with  a  calm  mind 

I  scooped  the  water  in  my  palms  for  an;  •  passed  but 

waited  for  the  dazzling  °  dava-doubts  flapped  their 

nothing  happened  Hundreds  of  k 

wines  and  onnressed  my  mind  _ Frustra 


nothing  happened  Hunoreos  ui 

wings  and  oppressed  my  mind  r,i,psandv  beach  Frustrated, 

Satyasena  was  waiting  at  the  edge  °  aoj  squelching  my 

I  decided  to  return  Emerging  from  ^  j  wet  shawl 

way  through  the  sand,  I  approached  him  The  en  ^ 

was  trailing  in  the  sand  ,  vestments’”  I  aske 

“Hasn't  Shon  yet  turned  up  with  the  roya 
Satyasena  „  ped  I  looked  up  at  him 

“No  But,  Maharaja,  your  his  eyes 

He  looked  despondent  There  was 

“What’s  wrong,  Satyasena’  ,  ,jrfed  doodling  m 

Saying  nothing  he  bowed  his  head.  speak,  but 

sand  with  the  handle  of  his  whip  H 

something  held  him  back  ^ndoiper  skittered  across 

We  waited  for  Shon  A  shnlling  firmament 

clump  of  cacti  Its  loud  wails  ,.,,anot  stopped  ^  gj; 

Throwing  up  clouds  of  dust,  S  hands  Satyase 

hurried  towards  us  with  a  huge  p  a 

the  platter  from  him  t.-n  made  m  the  >“1 

"•i^e  first  fuel  offenng  must  have  ^„at  ntuals  had 

now,”  1  said  to  Shon  1  was  very  curious 

been  completed  in  the  palace  ,  .,5adoffuel-offconF''  ’  „ 

“•nieyaym,.pav.lionisasnwas  imtea^  ong^s 

ihrovMng  dice  The  auspicious  arm*omanicn 

passed  ”  Shon  said  this  as  he  i 
P'^cr 

"Who  are  there  in  the  assembly  _ 

dress  round  me  ,5n'i  room  m  sta" 

"All  of  them  So  many  that  tner 
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“Who’s  playing  the  dice'?”  I  asked  as  I  clenched  one  end  of  the 
dress  between  my  teeth  and  discarded  my  wet  garment 

“Uncle  Shakum  and  Yudhishthira  Yudhishthira  is  not  winning 
a  single  throw  He  staked  ten  lakhs  of  cows  on  the  first  throw.  On 
the  second,  the  royal  wealth  of  Indraprastha  On  the  third,  the 
entire  kingdom,  along  with  all  its  male  and  female  attendants  ”  He 
said  this  eagerly,  while  fitting  ornaments  on  my  wrist,  arms,  and 
neck  Yudhishthira,  the  great  preacher  of  discipline,  prudence, 
and  the  difference  between  dharma  and  adharma,  Yudhishthira, 
man  of  conscience — gambling'  1  could  hardly  believe  what  I  heard 
“What’s  happened  till  now'?”  I  asked,  gazing  at  the  Ganga’s 
lapping  waters 

“Yudhishthira  has  lost  everything  Bhima  is  trying  to  stop  him 
with  loud  objections  He  shouts,  and  Uncle  Shakum  plays 
Bhima’s  shouts  make  the  dice  wobble  strangely  No  one  seems  to 
notice  this,  however  ”  He  took  the  yellow  shawl  from  the  platter 
and  draped  it  around  my  shoulders  But  he  had  not  brought  the 
mysterious  crown  from  Indraprastha  that  I  wanted 
“Why  haven’t  you  brought  the  crown  which  I  wanted  from  the 
ornaments-room*?” 

“I  searched  high  and  low,  but  there  was  no  trace  of  it  in  the 
room  ” 

He  had  brought  along  a  different  crown  He  placed  it  on  my 
head,  sat  down,  and  tightly  strapped  golden  sandals  on  my  feet 
“Bhaiya,  come  immediately  to  the  palace  As  I  was  leaving, 
Yudhishthira  had  staked  himself  and  his  four  brothers  to  twelve 
years  of  forest-exile  and  one  year  incognito  A  terrible  thing  to  do* 
If  he  wins.  Uncle  Shakum  will  return  all  the  wealth  and  the 
kingdom  he  has  won  so  far  That  is  Uncle  Shakum’s  word  Bhaiya, 
how  could  he  have  staked  away  all  the  kingdoms  won  during  the 
world  conquest*?” 

“Come  ”  I  took  his  arm  In  front  of  my  eyes  rose  a  picture  of  the 
palace  So  it  had  happened — Uncle  Shakum  had  contrived  to 
entrap  the  five  Pandavas  in  four  strips  of  dice-cloth  He  had 
succeeded  in  smashing  the  teeth  of  guffawing  Bhima  with  a  throw 
of  the  dice  But  why  did  the  dice  wobble  when  Bhima  shouted*? 
When  I  threw  them,  they  wobbled  too  Why*?  Like  a  bull  yoked  to 
an  oil-press  going  round  and  round,  my  mind  went  round  and 
round  the  same  perplexing  question 
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Taking  out  my  ear-ornaments  from  his  stopped  He 

about  to  fix  them  on  my  ears  when  he  su  swiftly 

lowered  his  outstretched  arm  The  ,  oed  earlier  on 

altered  He  had  the  same  look  that  I  had  noticed 

Satyasena’s  face 

“Why,  what’s  the  matter,  Shon"’  Hirkened 

“Bhaiya'”  He  stopped  His  brown  complexion  darkene 

“Why  are  you  hesitating*^”  ,, 

“Bhaiya,  don’t  go  to  the  Pf*®“  „,11  wobble  the  way 

“Because  if  I  go  and  speak  out,  Kauravas 

they  do  when  Bhima  shouts  and  they  g  S 

“No  but  ”  Again  he  broke  off  ^  palace‘s  ’ 

“Why  -but”>  Tell  me  frankly  Why  shouldn  t !  go  to 
I  shouted,  shaking  him  by  the  shoulders  „  lowered 

“■your  flesh-ear-nngs  are  again  lustre  e 
his  head  Then  he  said,  “Like  flowers  *  j  glanced  at 

His  words  slipped  like  ^"  'ng  lines  in  the  sand  with 

Satyasena  Head  bowed,  he  was  still  draw  g  Satyasenas 

the  butt  of  his  whip  Shon  had  spoken 

mnd  broken  ear-nngs  or  no.  I’m 

“Shon,  lustreless  ear-nngs  or  no, 
going  to  the  palace  today  ”  ou  can  never  trust 

“No,  bhaiya,  don’t  Gambling  is  o  v/as  nothing  but  ir 

His  objection  became  more  vociferous 

in  his  sharp  eyes  „  .  pandavas  have  ecn 

“Truth  is  the  one  throw  that  all  ,^^^5  ,hc>  'vcrc  agams 

-overthrown  in  truth’s  throw  today 

Kama  Come  ’’  I  took  his  hand  .  ^  least  “  c 

“No  Bhaiya.  please  don’t  go-for  m  I,, 5  grip’ 

my  hand  tightly  How  much  h,s  hand  . 

•  Shon,  1  don’t  want  advice  1  shook  Jin  n  towards  .he 

Pulling  the  whip  from  Satyasena  home  i 

chiriot  and  warned  him.  "Salyasc  .  j-grria’s  brother 

chariot  And.  Shon.  never  forget  you  arc  K 
this.  Nvithout  looking  at  Shon  climbed  into  the  c 

1  whipped  the  holies  hard  « ‘o®"  “'.J  '  arms  feU  shaT h- 
Thc>  galloped  ahead  oui  of  the  wjrn’l 

shimmering  wases  of  heat  that  fcclincless 

skin  was  tmpcncirablc — but  u 

desensitized 
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Speedily  leaving  behind  the  royal  thoroughfare  as  it  rushed 
under  an  overcast  sky,  my  Jaitra  chariot  entered  the  precincts  of 
the  palace  The  gate-keepers  were  astonished  to  see  me  holding 
the  reins,  so  much  so  that  they  forgot  even  to  salute  me,  they  stood 
there  like  so  many  dolls  I  reined  the  chariot  in,  I  did  have  the 
desire  even  to  drive  it  inside  the  chariot-house  Flinging  the  reins 
on  the  horses’  backs,  I  leapt  down  My  mind  was  as  anxious  to 
enter  the  royal  assembly  as  a  calf  freed  of  its  neck-rope  Before 
setting  foot  in  the  pavilion,  I  cast  a  last  inspecting  look  at  the  sky 
Like  the  Ganga’s  waters  obscured  by  dense  brown  mist,  the  sky 
was  covered  by  thick  dark  clouds  all  the  way  up  to  the  horizon  on 
all  the  four  quarters 

One  had  to  pass  through  the  yajna  pavilion  m  order  to  reach  the 
palace  There  was  nobody  present  in  that  vast  enclosure  A  black 
crow  was  fulilely  pecking  for  worms  in  the  distant  yajna  pit,  it  kept 
twisting  its  neck  this  way  and  that,  and  cawing  intermittently 
Leaping  up  the  steps  four  at  a  time  1  climbed  the  palace  staircase 
Many  years  ago,  when  I  came  here  from  Champanagan,  holding 
the  hand  of  my  father,  I  had  tried  counting  these  steps — and  the 
image  of  that  cunous  step-counting  boy  Kama  rose  in  front  of  my 
eyes  Now  that  same  Kama  was  sure  in  the  knowledge  that  there 
were  101  steps  in  all,  because  he  had  gone  up  and  down  them  any 
number  of  times 

Ah,  how  quickly  had  Fate  strung  the  multi-coloured  flowers  of 
events  in  the  seamless  thread  of  Time  and  prepared  my  life’s^ 
garland'  It  had  the  pretty  buds  of  childhood,  the  half-opened 
petals  of  my  schooldays  absorbed  m  studies,  the  tinsel  of  the 
weapons,  exercises  and  sun-worship  of  my  youth,  and  and  the 
dried-green  leaves  of  my  life’s  insults,  doubts,  and  neglects— ugly- 
looking,  totally  inartistic 

My  mind  began  racing  even  faster  than  the  flow  of  blood  m  my 
body  It  was  obsessed  by  a  single  aim  the  royal  assembly,  the 
royal  assembly,  the  royal  assembly 

I  approached  the  splendid  gates  of  the  assembly  room, 
packed  with  fanatic  enthusiasts  breathlessly  waiting  for  the  results 
of  the  dice-game,  their  eyes  riveted  on  the  dice  in  Uncle  Shakuni’s 
palm  Seeing  Duhshasana  like  any  ordinary  person  among  the 
male  and  female  attendants,  I  was  astonished  His  back  was  to- 
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wards  me  Why  was  he  standing  near  the 
among  the  assembly''  Everything  seemed  so  ^ou 

Placing  my  hand  on  his  back  I  t°  hi  ,,ke  a  swift 

are  standing  here  today,  Duhshasana?  H 
race  horse  .  I  have  been 

“Who?  Karnai  Wait.,  just  a  rninute  Wait 
stationed  here  since  morning  by  brother 
dice-game  gives  over  ’’  doomsday'  I 

“Why'  Is  my  presence  ‘"s'de  ,he 

found  his  obstruction  intolerable  rs  ..ohcit  fashion 

Kauravas  till  now  dared  to  obstruct  me  in 

“I  don’t  know-but  I  cannot  let  3,1, s  moment 

assembly  today  Uncle  is  throwing  the  ti  gesture 

The  last:  all-decisive  throw  “  He  l'’Hd  the  entire 

indicating  prevention  of  my  entrance  His  ,he  Raja  of 

gate  Why  was  Duhshasana  forgetting  my  P 

Stakes  of  this  throw'’  ’  I 

“Tell  me,  Duhshasana,  what  are  'ho 
asked  him,  standing  on  tiptoe  a"d  a,e  and  seemed  to 

“Draupadi  ”  He  gnpped  both  sides 
surround  me  with  his  arms  feel  Kama  had 

Draupadi — a  proud  Kshatnya  ^  ,  3nH  <;he  had  trample 

humbly  placed  the  royal  vesture  of  .pcidents  from  my 

It  haughtily  as  if  it  were  a  sand  hills  blurring  o" 

life  sped  hazily  past  me  like  trees  an  '  □  swift  chano 

both  sides  and  receding  as  one  races  ,^33ds  apart  I  ‘'n’oro  • 
“Duhshasana,  make  way'”  I  jerked  to  han  ^ lin^ 

there  was  a  heavy  thudding  m  my  ^sas  I  to  eondemn 
Gambling  may  be  right  or  wrong.  Seated  mind  In  an)  • 

long  as  It  brought  peace  to  my  msu  ’  3,3  je  an)  „ 

had  the  world  in  its  behaviour  wi  Ihe  en 

between  nght  and  wrong'’  So  I  wan  jj.  i-  I  pushei* 

Itself,  “Uncle,  you  miur  wm  tbis  ,‘s,opi-  shouted  Duh 
through  the  teeming  spectators  ,i  nn  a 

Sana  behind  me,  with  uplifted  hand  mattress  spre' 

On  the  western  side  of  the  ba  ’  pjmeen  ''’,'"’’|”shakuni 
stone  platform,  with  the  dire  legged.  'Jnr'r  ,  ,3, 

Shakuni  and  Yudhishthira  Sitting  ,3  ,hc  hollo 

hf.cdhis  hand  to  his  ear  and  rattled^  P3,,3ja. 

hst  Behind  him.  the  eyes  of  U 
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Kratha,  Alamba,  Vatavena  and  other  Kaurava  warriors  were  fixed 
on  his  fist  On  his  right  sat  Duryodhana,  staring  straight  at  Bhima 
Behind  Yudhishthira,  sat  Bhima,  Arjuna,  Nakula  and  Sahadeva, 
heads  lowered  in  helpless  perplexity  for  the  first  time  in  their  lives, 
trying  to  make  sense  of  the  senseless  behaviour  of  their  eldest 
brother  Today — yes,  today  they  felt  for  the  first  time  how  near  to 
death  a  warrior  feels  when  he  has  to  lower  his  head  in  front  of  a 
large  assembly  of  people  How  difficult  it  is  in  such  a  predicament 
to  cohere  the  spreading  petals  of  one’s  mind-flower 
“Play’  Play’  I  choose  seven'”  Uncle  Shakuni  shouted,  shaking 
swiftly  the  dice  beside  his  ear  He  threw  the  dice,  like  a  muscular 
fisherman  flinging  his  net 

Are  you  stopping  this  dreadful  game  or  not'’”  Bhima  thun¬ 
dered  at  Yudhishthira  even  as  the  dice  fell  The  cowries  trembled 
like  straw  before  crackling  thunder  I  tried  to -push  my  way  out  of 
the  crowd  No  one  in  the  dice-fascinated  assembly  had  eyes  for 
anything  or  anyone  else  All,  on  tip  toe.  craned  their  necks  for  a 
better  look  at  the  dice  Who  had  won*’  The  burning  curiosity  in  the 
eyes  of  all  was  greater  even  than  the  curiosity  to  watch  the  feats  of 
competitors  in  the  arena,  greater  even  than  the  curiosity  of  people 
to  witness  the  piercing  of  the  fish-target  by  the  bow  of  Shiva  in 
Kampilya-nagara  It  was  like  the  incessant  showers  that  accom¬ 
pany  the  ascendancy  of  the  constellation  of  Capricorn  Thousands 
of  eyes  focused  on  and  around  the  infamous  dice  Thousands  of 
lives  dragged  with  them  For  an  instant  1  thought  that  life,  like  a 
crow  that  pecks  for  insects  m  the  yajna-pi\,  pecks  for  meaning  m 
countless  trite  and  dirty  events 

“Look,  Duryodhana'  Seven — and  only  seven’”  Uncle  Shakuni 
slapped  Duryodhana’s  hand  and  joyfully  leapt  from  his  seat  All 
the  Kaurava  princes  clapped  loudly  My  mind  split  in  two  and  one 
part  beat  against  the  other — thoughts  clapping  against  each  other, 
all  topsy-turvy,  all  dissimilar  clapping — sometimes  harsh  like 
Duryodhana's  voice,  sometimes  piercing  like  Uncle  Shakum’s, 
sometimes  honey-sweet  like  the  voice  of  Ashvatthaman,  and  some¬ 
times  stern  and  didactic  like  Grandsire  Bhishma’s  Clapping 
endless,  continuous  clapping  of  thoughts — and  I,  lost  in  that  clapp¬ 
ing  I  could  not  hear  my  own  voice  anywhere  There  were  only 
claps  reverberating  on  all  four  sides 

I  managed  to  somehow  reach  the  centre  seat  As  I  gazed  around 
the  hall,  it  struck  me  that  1  had  never  till  now  seen  such  a  densely 
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packed  room.  The  Maharaja  was  seated  on  his  f/ing 

lids  of  his  closed  eyes  seemed  to  Maharani 

restless  to  see  the  throw  of  dice?  On  his  i  _ 

Gandhari  Devi — ^her  hand  constantly  °  of  what 

aged  eyes.  Both  Raja  and  Rani  were  probably  '‘"m 
was  going  on  in  the  hall.  I  thought;  the 

blessed  people  trying  to  force  the  sightless  Ma  ]  .  7 

dark,  orZ  it  a  spontaneous  outburst  of  suppressed 

I  could  see  Grandsire  Bhishma.  die 

Vidura,  Ashvatthaman,  the  chief  minis 
general  and  others,  along  with  those  of  the  yajna— 

ten  directions  for  the  satisfactory  perfo  Yajnavalkya, 

Shaunaka,  Bhrigu,  Chyavana,  .  =  ’shampaka  and 

Susama,  Balakhilya,  Sahastrapata,  bl,;  to  prevent  the 

other  excellent  rishis.  Not  one  among 

throw  of  dice,  though  the  muhurta  o  y  ensnare 

elapsed.  So  Uncle  Shakuni’s  political  ^ 

them  all!  Shrewd  dice-playing  skill  <»“  ^  ^  By  making  the 
plete  transformation  of  the  life  •''®  chakuni  established  this 
holy  men  witnesses  to  the  game,  Unc  .|  resembled  that 

point  once  and  for  all.  Uncle  Shakuni  straight  nor  did  1 

of  a  Gandhara  camel — I  never  saw  1  g  in  his  fist  and 

interpret  it  as  such.  But  he  had  .  only  camels  like  him 

proved  that  in  the  desert  of  political  in  ^  showed  the  way- 
survived  and  flourished.  Only  crooked  waixers 
the  camels.  u,  avill,  intoxicated  by  his 

Folding  the  play-board,  smug  ••Yudhishihira,  you  have 

victory.  Uncle  Shakuni  began  jt,  cattle,  wealth,  and 

lost  the  kingdom  of  .Indraprastha  wi  j,iicd  you 

male  and  female  attendants.  You  f  ‘  ,hc  forest  with  the 

self  and  your  four  brothers  to  twe  v  .  jiajittle^hilcapo) 
thirteenth  year  to  be  spent  and  made  her 

lost  your  wife  on  the  fall  of  numlw  embodiment  of  Dh 
maid  of  the  Kauravas.  You  arc  called  ^ira!  j.dn  ny 
by  everybody.  Dharma-practising  have  re 

one  teach  you  the  dharma  of  how  to  whole  of  ''ty*' 

at  last,  haven't  you.  that  there  ts  no  one  m  t  ,„yc  he 

Who  can  beat  Shakuni  in  “^het-in  order  .0  tea 

only  thing  you  have  left-your  °'dm°^,  repeatedly.  Gnde 
skill  of  Shakuni's  hands?"  Raising  h-s 


The  Death-Conqueror 


351 


fee,  hadn’t  he  sided  with  Guru  Drona’’  Why  then  had  Hastinapura 
made  so  much  of  Arjuna’  For  just  one  talent  that  e  was 
crown  pnnce  of  the  supreme  Kauravas’  Because  n®  ™ 
Kshatny  a— wasn’t  that  it’’  Where  was  all  that  glorious  Kshatnya 
hood  today’’  , , 

Supposing  he  had  been  in  my  place’’  How  long 
endured  the  ternble  psychological  anguish  and  J' , 

arose  from  mtolerdble  thoughts  and  feelings  of  "eg  ec  ^ 

could  he  have  earned  on,  in  spite  of  bodily  well  being,  talent 
dedication,  in  the  constneted  circle  of  a  pain-nd  e  i 
How  unbearable  expenences  are  that  make  up  i 
teach  this  lesson  that  Fate  had  organised  this  wend  d  g 
the  self-important  Pandava  pnnees  By  this  time  s  y 
have  learnt  that  insult  is  the  black  rat  'hat  'f/,';;^rthat 

Gesture  of  mind-royalty  Indifference  and  neglect  a  , 

ve.  the  serene  surface  of  the  talented  mind  j^„,s 

•ead  that  scalds  the  valiant  flesh  Taunts  are  l,fg_which 

that  slither  inside  ear-holes  ’This  unendura  „.,nence  of  the 
Kama  had  suffered  all  life  long-was  now  the  expenenc 

Pandavas  ,  fraEranl  servant- 

As  for  Draupadi — a  mere  servant  maid 

■taid  .  gj,  a  chanoteer’s 

A  servant-maid  is  one  who  is  even  'ower  ^  servanl- 

daughter  ’Thought  sticks  rattled  on  my  lum  -n,c 

maid'  A  servant-maid  with  a  marnage  gar  -gp,ant-maid-wife 
far-seeing  servant-maid  of  blind  husban  s  began  a  dark 

of  slavesf^The  dark  ashamed  face  of  the  servant-maid  beg 
^rcular  dance  in  front  of  my  eyes  ”  The 

“Maharajal  The  princess  quarters,  shuffling 

^hendant  returned  after  a  round  of  the 

and  scraping  like  a  broken-winged  bir  masier  wanis  She 

“How  can  that  be’’  A  maid  does  whalev 
must  come  ”  ,  urcncih  of  a  itone- 

Duryodhana  stood  up  with  the  ,9  Sparks,  the 

belching  cannon  What  was  there  in  his  > 

P't.  a  flaming  volcano  .  ci,,  has  just  had  her 

“No,  Maharaja  She  is  in  her  P“’°r  -  The  alicndani 

cleansing  bath,  she  has  not  even  done  n 

mid  this  with  bowed  head  orders  as  ctfieie"'' 

"Pratikama' Can’t  you  follow  Duo  ret  up  and  sho*  ' 

as  you  can  drive  a  chanot’’  Duhshasa 


352 


Mnlyunjaya 


Pratikama  the  difference  between  a  Kshatnya  and  a  charioteer 
Go,  and  drag  her  here,  as  she  is  ”  His  tone  was  thunderous. 

Duhshasana  sped  out  of  the  hall  like  an  arrow  from  a  bow.  I  diu 
not  like  at  all  the  way  Duryodhana  belittled  Pratikama  by  compar¬ 
ing  him  to  a  chanoteer  In  the  excitement  of  his  words,  he  mus 
have  forgotten  that  his  friend  Kama  was  also  a  chanoteer.  For  a" 
instant  I  felt  like  stalking  out  of  the  hall,  taking  the  first  available 
chariot  and  dnvmg  back  to  Champanagan  with  my  parents 
Mentally,  1  did  in  fact  stand  up — I  stood  up  to  go  to  a  place  where 
no  one  ever  demeaned  charioteers 

“Let  me  go’  Let  me  go'  Don’t  touch  me,  you  low-caste 
Chandala'” 

Sobbing  cnes  of  pain  were  heard 

Duhshasana  was  trying  to  enter  by  the  same  door  by  which  is 


world-conquering  ancestors  had  entered 

Draupadi,  slave  maid,  her  shm  fingers  clutching  through  the 
wedge  in  the  door,  her  feet  digging  into  the  lower  part  of  the  door¬ 
frame,  fought  back  as  if  for  life  itself  As  if  uprooting  a  fistful  o 
grass,  Duhshasana  struggled  to  drag  her  in  But  Draupadi  s  fin¬ 
gers,  like  lizards,  clung  on  and  could  not  be  unfreed  Duhshasana 
suddenly  grappled  her  waist  A  wave  of  horror  swept  over  me,  in 
which  Kama  the  charioteer’s  son,  Kama  the  archer,  Kama  the 
Raja  of  Anga,  Kama  the  respected  one — all  drowned  Only  one 
Kama  remained — the  Kama  who  stood  in  the  waters  of  the  Ganga 
and  offered  arghya  to  the  Sun 

“Duhshasana,  the  arms  with  which  you  embraced  Draupadi  s 
pure  body  today  in  front  of  all  these  holy  men — I  will  tear  those 
arms  apart  and  fling  them  skywards  And  that  arrogance-pufte 
chest  which  has  made  you  dishonour  my  unwell  wife  in  this  assem¬ 
bly — I  will  tear  open  that  chest  of  yours  and  guzzle  its  hot  bloo 
like  soma-rasa  in  front  of  all'”  Bhima  threw  his  mace  on  the 
ground  and  made  this  fierce  vow  in  the  presence  of  all 

Someone  from  within  me  was  roaring  out  similar  sentiments 
Who"^  It  was  Kama,  discjple  of  the  Sun,  who  stood  daily  on  t  e 
bank  of  the  Ganga  Lifting  his  hand,  he  was  telling  me  “Get  up» 
Kama  What’s  happening  is  unjust  Wicked  and  unjust  Rise  an 
stop  this  injustice  Why  are  you  slipping  into  the  womb  of  darkness 
from  the  height  of  light"^  Revenge'  Retaliation'  These  are  the  dirty 
rags  of  petty-mindedness  Throw  them  away  Rise'” 
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In  an  instant  an  mfunated  chanoteer,  cracking 
flexing  his  reins,  appeared  in  front  of  the  discipe  °  ®  , 

Without  any  reason,  he  flicked  his  whip  twice  or  thnce  at  the  !.un  s 
disciple  Kicking  at  the  anjali-offemg  of  , 

charioteer  thundered  “Have  you  forgotten  yo"/  ,  .  rt. 

sooni  And  the  grooming  of  horses’  And  the  b  ows  o 
piercing  poisonous  word-arrows  in  the  svayamvara 
ise,  let  her  realise  that  a  servant-maid  is  lower  even  than 

charioteer  ” 

My  mind  was  caught  in  the  dilemma  the 

cascading  water  of  the  whiplash-an/oh  and  ..rhokedina 
-g/iya-oLnng  Pulled,  P«n>lexed,  vacillating 
smoke-filled  atmosphere  that  blurred  ^1  details  O 
were  visible,  they  did  not  make  sense  Or  if  they  m 
could  not  b;  expressed  Who  was  I’  I  didn't  myself  know  wh 

Like  a  hon  dragging  an  exhausted,  Jj^.jldnned,  tor- 

Duhshasana  gnpped  the  waist  of  that  fragran  ,  a 

tured  maid  and  pulled  her  into  the  .  .q  jscape  from 

fish  flapping  to  free  itself  from  a  net,  she  struggled  to  P 
his  clutches  ,  mey  were  strang- 

Duhshasana’s  arms  had  not  encircled  jus  but  surely 

hng  the  neck  of  the  Sun-disciple  within  '^'  ^yYiearghya- 
suffocating  me  The  anjafi-water  taken  ^  P,  ,  j.  as  a  result  of 
offering  spilt  into  the  wobbling  ve^el  o 

that  squeezing  gnp  .urnuvh  the  ceiling 

“Pitamahat”  Her  single  shriek  tore  S  ]jaurasas  just  a 
“Duhshasana'  Let  us  esteem  the  „,_^hedcscncsa 

httle  bit  more  because  she  happens  to  '  on  my  thigh” 

higher  place  than  my  feet  Make  her  si  ’crandsire  Bhishma 
Banng  his  thigh,  Dutyodhana  slapped 
lowered  his  white  head  exposed  )Our  thigh  m 

“Dutyodhana'  You  have  in  your  ma  n  „,hen 

public  -1  will  smash  it  to  pulp  with  a  sing  His 

the  time  comes  ”  Bhima  made  this  Ptom  , 
face  was  puffed  and  hissing  like  a  '"“kc  of  a  slasc  " 

“Bhima,  no  value  attaches  to  to  Duoodhana  c 

1  could  not  make  out  what  had  hap^  oontinuall) 
looked  like  a  blazing  torch,  belching  i 
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Again  a  fierce  tussle  commenced  in  me  between  the  charioteer 
and  the  Sun-disciple,  both  mercilessly  raining  blows  at  each  other 
Who  could  tell  who  would  wm*^ 

“Injustice’  Injustice  on  an  unwell  lady  in  the  presence  of  res¬ 
pected  elders  and  gurus  m  a  packed  hall'  Mockery!  To  mock  a 
woman  is  to  mock  chastity  Destruction'  To  destroy  a  woman  s 
honour  is  to  destroy  goodness  and  idealism  To  assault  a  woman  s 
honour  is  to  attack  the  essence  of  humanity  itself  Out  of  this 
comes  conflict —  conflict  that  annihilates  all  the  gentle  feelings  of 
mankind  Kama,  Sun-disciple,  rise'  You  are  the  yajna-pit  which 
consumes  all  enmities  Strike  at  Duhshasana’s  hands  and  shout  to 
one  and  all  that  this  is  unjust,  atrocious,  demeaning  ”  My  inner 
Sun-disciple,  neck  veins  taut,  leapt  at  the  charioteer,  and  plunged 
his  ray-hke  sword-fingers  in  his  chest  But  the  charioteer  remained 
unaffected — his  skin  was  impenetrable 

'Revenge'  Retaliation'  Insult*  Scorn'  Mockery'  Neglect' 
Trickery'  Such  is  your  life,  Kama  Can  a  living  death  be  called 
life'’  You  were  killed  ten  years  ago  by  the  word-arrows  of  a 
woman — how  can  you  today  protect  any  woman'’  Don’t  rise, 
Kama  Whatever’s  happening  is  just  The  injustice  done  to  you 
has  been  revenged  in  full  by  unfeeling  Time — most  cruelly  and 
fiercely  Accept  this,  Kama  This  is  the  side  you  should  be  on  ’ 
Again  the  charioteer  started  whipping  me  The  Sun-disciple 
searched  for  a  place  to  hide,  running  here  and  there 

“Revenge'  Retaliation*  Is  it  ever  honourable  for  a  warrior  to 
take  revenge  against  a  woman*’  Doesn't  man's  glory  he  in  protec¬ 
tion  of  woman’s  honour*’  Kama,  don  t  let  a  single  moment  go  to 
waste  Your  silence  today  will  be  a  permanent  blot  against  your 
good  name  Rise  Step  forward  Run  and  twist  Duhshasana’s 
hands  Arre,  the  real  man  is  he  who  remains  firm  in  adversity  ” 
The  Sun-disciple  concentrated  all  his  energies  in  the  final  attempt 
“No  Grandsire  Bhishma,  Vidura,  Drona,  Ashvatthaman, 
Acharya  Knpa  and  others  are  all  present  in  this  assembly  Why 
then  are  you  the  only  one  to  protest*’  Why  should  you  step  forward 
to  play  with  fire*’  Supposing  Duryodhana  angrily  gets  up  and  m 
front  of  everyone  says.  ‘Son  of  a  charioteer,  why  do  you  poke  your 
nose  in  this  business*’’,  and  humiliates  you  as  he  did  Pratikama— 
what  then*’  And  supposing  the  woman  whom  you  are  so  eager  to 
save,  gets  up  and  declares  that  she  does  not  wish  to  be  saved  by  a 
charioteer’s  son*’  That  one  rebuff  will  wound  you  more  than  a 
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hundred  arrows  So,  Kama,  don’t  get  up  Don’t  budge  at  all 
Finally  it  was  the  charioteer  who  won  Throwing  asi  e  , 
joy,  he  began  whipping  Sun-disciple  who  was  o  ^en  ^ 

Like  a  tidal  wave  buffeting  a  boat,  D 
Draupadi  towards  Duryodhana,  foreibly  attemp  i  g 
sit  on  his  bared  thigh  ,  .  „  ui.-d  m 

‘  Wait,  Duhshasana'  The  sons  of  a  blind  father  are 
fact,  they  have  such  clear  vision  that  they  5^3,  her 

the  world  cannot  Prove  this  to  this  mai  P  hammer 

naked  on  my  thigh  ”  Like  sparks  flying  r  .  „outh  All  the 

on  anvil,  word-sparks  flew  out  of  Duryo  “ 

rishis  clapped  their  hands  to  ^“"jhari  Devi  screamed 
"Duryodhana'  ’  the  Queen  Mother 
•Duryodhana'  You  despicable  creature'  Biting  h's 
dashed  forward  with  uplifted  mace,  like  an  and 

Back,  Bhima'"  Yudhishth.ra  ordered  ''“;"8;,„e 
remaining  absolutely  still  where  he  sa  ^  advanced  to* 

Like  a  conflagration  fanning  swiftly  as 

wards  Draupadi  He  gripped  her  ngh  jv  ,hrickcd  in  an 

one  grips  a  sword  hilt  She  thrashed  vulnerable'  In 

attempt  to  free  her  wrist  How  utterly  help'e^ss.  ,„„c5 

her  struggles,  the  flower  garland  circles  blurred  m> 

snapped  and  her  hair  became  disheyc  c  vsas  happen* 

''Jght  as  I  watched  the  spectacle  Where '  *  assem 

>ng  in  front  of  me'^  Insult  Barbarity  .  jfunk  and  stupi 

bly  of  royal  Kauravas,  or  a  den  ol  '  Would  an)- 

people-t  Ah'  Why  did  1  ever  come  „  up  as  a  charioteer 

dung  have  gone  wrong  had  I  continue  darkness  an^ 

in  Ch.imp.inagari’’ Where  was  I  heading  me  ktnp^ 

downhill  .ind  terrible  doom  ‘  Or  blind  I  ale 

Dur\odhan.i'>  The  populace  of  ‘ ’Ijt.c  sour  was 

‘Throw  awav  that  crown.  Karn^i.  ,  ^oicc  froni  "'*hin  m 

llastmapura  to  Champsinagari  »  ‘  j^cnounce  m> 

shrieking  advice  But  but  I  ws  u"aWe 

No  m,mcr  boss  intensely  one  '  .vc;,pc  the  touchot  1 

hick  the  tide  of  time  Nor  is  it  possiW  Qnc  ha' to  loe  a' thi 

Time  has  to  be  seen  face  to  face,  a'  * 

l^ippcn  >  nraupjdi  s  upP^^  ^  , 

Duhshasana  laid  hands  on  ihc  Draupadi  I’li  ho  hi 

nicni  Reacting  like  an  infunated  serpe 
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sharply  He  jerked  his  hands  back  m  pain  Like  lightning  shooting 
from  the  sky,  she  sped  away  from  him  She  began  running  in  the 
assembly  hall  in  circles,  writhing  in  anguish  Beating  her  breasts, 
she  wailed 

Dark-skinned  Draupadi  whirled  around  the  assembly  like  a 
flaming  torch,  with  Duhshasana  storming  after  her  The  torch 
seemed  to  blaze  up  brighter  until,  exhausted.  Draupadi  collapsed 
in  front  of  Grandsire  Bhishma  like  a  kaddali-treQ  uprooted  in  a 
cyclone  She  beat  her  head  repeatedly  on  the  stone  steps,  like  a 
window  shutter  banging  against  the  wall  in  a  fierce  storm  The 
auspicious  kumkum  on  her  forehead  was  wiped  away,  and  spurts 
of  blood  appeared  there  Drops  of  water  from  her  bath-wet  hair 
splattered  from  her  tresses  with  each  assault  on  her  person  and 
mixed  with  the  trickle  of  blood  on  the  stone  steps 

I  closed  my  eyes  at  the  unbearable  sight  But  does  truth  dis¬ 
appear  if  the  eyes  are  closed*^  In  my  shut-yet-awake  eyes  appeared 
two  drops  of  blood  and  two  drops  of  tears  For  an  instant  they 
throbbed  and  then  they  mixed  and  flowed  down  together,  until 
slowly  two  huge  rivers  seemed  to  emerge — many  times  vaster  than 
even  the  Ganga,  even  more  limitless  than  the  Yamuna  Their 
reverberating  waves  rolled  into  each  other,  blood-ripples  and  tear- 
ripples,  united  roaring,  boding  I  saw  numerous  heads  of  warriors 
floating  like  lotuses  and  reeds  in  that  gruesome  mix  and  I  was 
horrified  Horrified  but  not  paralysed  ^ 

‘Pitamaha’” 

The  agony  in  the  shriek  made  me  open  my  eyes 

Her  words  ignited  small  explosions  of  shame  “I  am  Maharaja 
Pandu's  daughter-in-law  I  am  like  your  own  daughter  Rise, 
Pitamaha’  Tear  apart  the  hands  of  this  barbarian  Chandala'  I  open 
my  anchal  in  front  of  you  in  supplication  Don’t  let  my  virtue  be 
sold  in  the  ancient  assembly  hall  of  the  Kauravas  Rise’  Use  your 
sword  to  convince  this  drunk  and  blind  lout  that  there  is  such  a 
thing  as  the  Kaurava  tradition  of  protecting  the  honour  of  their 
ladies  ' 

But 

But  Grandsire  Bhishma’s  head  remained  drooping  like  a  lotus 
broken  at  the  stem  I  had  thought  that  the  voice  that  stood  up  for 
me  in  the  tournament  would  boom  forth  like  the  twang  of  a 
bowstring — but  it  failed  to  do  so 
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Grandsire  Bhishma'  The  ultimate  “iLg,  -j-he  illustrious 

extraordinary  disciple  of  the  great  ris  i  nthej  than  Acharya 
Kshatriya  who  learnt  his  arms-skills  from  "  assimilated 

Shukra  and  Brihaspati'  The  pharma-wise  ment^^^^^  Bhargava, 
the  tenets  of  Dharma  from  none  other  ^  _  Shantanu  and 

and  Markandeya'  The  legitimate  s®"  °  Kashi  and  Raja 

Ganga’  The  warrior  who  ‘  ®  jg„nj's  son  Parasha- 

Ugrayudha'  The  archer  who  defea  e  bowcraft— and 

ruma,  from  whom  he  had  ^,,0  betters  his  guru  ’’  The 

proved  that  “The  best  disciple  is  o  „»ntable  store  of  disci- 
practitioner  of  the  strictest  call  acy 
plined  radiance  But 

Bhishma  was  silent,  his  head  ,  d„e  this  first  and  only 

Why  did  that  eldest  of  the  elders  ®  of  depriving  even 

defeat  in  his  hfeV  Does  skilful  Fate  contrwe  ways 
self  respecting  adults  of  their  ^  hardly  believe  e 

Seeing  the  Grandsire  qu>et.D«“P^^Y‘ Maharaja'"  ,  felt  as  1 
eyes  She  beat  her  breasts  and  shatter  the  sky  dscl 

her  agony  would  pierce  the  “■''"8  ^^^01  my  ears  ‘Get  up. 
heard  the  crackle  of  thunder  m  ho»  ^  hours  on  end 

Kama'  Rise'  You  who  h.ngdom  of  darkness  A  • 

with  arghya,  rise'  Consume  Lo-es  of  a  fickle  mmd  Jh  y 

revenge  and  retaliation  are  the  me  ,0  be  trapp 

are  a  Lamp  of  frustrated  desires  Are  Karna  you  wh^ 

that  bog  like  a  floundering  eleph  .  ^  (or  hours  on  , 

have  delighted  in  the  joys  of  sun  rad^»"«  for  you 

day,  today’s  every  second  is  even  mom  imp^^  „„er 

and  everyone’s  future  Rise  " 

entire  situation  according  to  y  brutal  son’  ,,  r 

‘Maharaja,  stop  your  unthinking,  "“'"’^'Lihes  >  inn 

guard  my  virtue'  I  am  ready  royal  c 

Kauravas  as  a  maid,  I  am  rca  y  hands  on  t  |^„|^Icis 

ready  to  dress  your  hair  "  She  beat  hur  .  bm«^ 

began  vsaihngagam.‘‘Maharaj^»-^^^ 

on  her  wrists  were  dented  by  n  jishc'- 

justtee  w.as  not  forthcoming  ^^ught  bn’”  ^  ^aicrfah; 

Swooping  like  a  hawk,  Du  h  ^^hling  'he  roe  '  ^jjia  and 

elled  hair  In  noise  and  tumul  calling  „  ^^rsona 

he  guffawed.  "Slave  maid,  who  are  y  ^^^  Like  the  How 

barbananVMeV”  He  pulled  hard  at  her 
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creeper  shaking  when  it  is  tugged,  her  head  trembled  Her  jerked 
head  shot  a  pain  up  my  spine  “Why  don’t  you  call  these  eunuch 
husbands  of  yours  barbarians'?”  Duhshasana  went  on  loudly 
laughing 

Witnessing  these  scenes  made  me  hornpilate  with  revulsion — 
but  only  for  an  instant  This  was  the  same  proud  neck  of  the  past 
which  had  repeatedly  humiliated  me — this  was  that  arrogant 
woman  Draupadi 

“A  woman  is  the  ravishing  embodiment  of  auspicious  Shiva- 
energy  ”  Could  thinkers  who  come  up  with  this  profound  pronoun¬ 
cement  ever  imagine  that  a  woman  at  the  nght  time  could  be  the 
cause  of  a  massive  catastrophe,  of  horrifying  destruction'?  The  one 
and  only  cause 

With  Duhshasana  still  clutching  her  hair,  she  continued  address¬ 
ing  every  member  in  the  assembly  loudly  Duhshasana  was  pulled 
along  behind  her  She  said  “Acharya’ Gurudeva  Drona' Acharya 
Kripa’  Guru-pnfra  Ashvatthaman*  Noble  chief  minister'  Why  are 
you  all  silent*?  Why  doesn’t  even  one  get  up*?  Arre,  get  up— one  at 
least'” 

Each  syllable  of  hers  was  heart-rending  But  I  was  totally  unaf¬ 
fected  Why  should  I  be  affected*?  My  heart  had  become  hard  as 
iron — even  more  impenetrable  than  my  skin-armour  There  was 
nothing  in  it  that  could  be  touched  by  anyone’s  pain  Why  should 
there  be”?  How  could  there  be*? 

Beating  her  breasts,  and  flailing  her  arms,  and  wailing,  she 
dragged  herself  from  one  seat  to  another  “O  noble  men  of 
Hastinapura'  Brave  warriors  who  shine  on  the  battlefield'  Prestige 
of  the  Kauravas'  I  am  a  defenceless  woman,  Draupadi,  spreading 
her  anchal  before  you  and  supplicating  for  the  protection  of  your 
strong  arms'  Rise'  Save  your  unfortunate  sister  from  these  wicked 
hands'  O  strong  heroes  born  from  women’s  wombs'  Can’t  even  a 
woman’s  woe  waken  your  masculine  vigour*?” 

One  by  one  she  passed  the  seats  and  approached  me  As  she 
spoke,  tears  tnckled  down  her  trembling  face  and  wet  her  upper 
garment  The  next  instant  she  would  be  in  front  of  my  seat  and, 
with  arms  outstretched,  she  would  say  in  distress,  “Raja  of  Anga, 
IS  there  space  enough  in  your  invincible,  invulnerable  skin  armour 
for  an  unfortunate,  defenceless  woman  to  hide  her  face  in'?  Can 
your  unpiercablc  skin-armour  slic»  the  steel  wall  of  this  horrible 
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atrocity  today''  Raja  of  Anga,  are  you  also  unable  to  protect  the 

virtue  of  Draupadi''”  .  ,  j 

Enough'  Whether  friends  or  enemies, 
shall  slice  off  with  a  single  blow  of  my 

hands  that  had  sullied  the  punty  o  Draupadi,  ^f,he 

my  help  In  a  second,  Kama  would  no  Me 

Kaurava  assembly  The  friend  who  He 

:;lf,  K  ..y 

teer,  consumed  in  the  ^  he  would  become  the 

worm  agonising  for  , he  a, d  of  a  woman  seeking  his 

disciple  of  the  Sun  ready  to  come  to  the  aio  oi 

help  A  real  man'  r  „„  mind  firmly  together  Kama 

I  collected  the  loose  «nn^  of  5  wamor,  humiliated 

the  chanoteer’s  son,  Kama  th  .  tightly  to- 

Karna,  shuddenng-with-revenge  Sun-disciple  in 

gether  and  flung  them  m  a  "  ^y  to  face  any  chal- 
me,  racing  his  countless  Tnsly  d^ama  indeed  that 

lenge,  stood  in  front  of  .^he  entire  Kaurava 

would  be  enacted  an  "tstaiit  j  be  able  to 

assembly  rose  as  one  again  „,nnd  behind  me  Kama  would 

harm  a  single  hair  of  0;'“*?'“'*  heroically  protecting  a  power- 
no  more  have  the  shallow  pn  feeling  that  he  was  being 

less  woman  He  would  iw  long  have  any 

condescending  to  the  Pan  a  unnd  Only  the  promise  of 

desire  to  show  off  his  ™l.ant  manhood 

protecting  a  helpless  human  ordinary  female  of 

“Kama,  save  my  virtue  I  j  „ould  at  any  time  and 

Hastinapura  sought  my  help  m  distres^,^ 

under  any  condition  grant  e  ,he  risk  of  my 

Draupadi  herself  I  was  ««dy  to  aava^^^^^  Duhshasana 

life  With  one  hand  raised^,  and  ^^^,5  L.ke  a 

away  from  her,  she  made  her  p  ^^y  jg^^sjay,  Duhsha 
deodar  trunk  floating  m  the  m'S^  y  her  feet-length  hair  She 

Sana  was  dragged  by  her  as  he  hung^^^^t^^^  duels  like 

was  only  a  woman,  but  n™"  her  This  was  an  uncndur- 

Duhshasana  was  unable  to  ov  j  3oilmg  with  rage,  e 

able  mockery  of  Duhshamna  s  in  ^h^  Draupadi's  neck 

twisted  her  hair  round  hi 
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furiously  again  and  again  He  was  doing  his  vicious  best  to  hurt 
her  Perhaps  he  saw  nothing  in  the  assembly  except  Draupadi— 
nor  did  he  hear  anything  else 

Pausing  before  Urnanabha,  Chitrachapa,  Dndhavarman, 
Nishangin,  Mahabahu,  Vishalaksha,  Chitravarman,  Somakirti  and 
others,  she  appealed  to  their  chivalry  in  the  most  piteous  tone,  like 
a  cow  that  has  lost  her  way  in  a  jungle  in  a  storm  No  one  rose. 
She  appealed  piteously  to  Pnnce  Padmanabha  who  was  sitting 
on  my  right  “Pnnce  Padmanabha'"  The  wails  of  that  helpless 
woman  were  more  piercing  than  the  victory  acclamations  of  thou¬ 
sands  of  spectators  who  shouted  praise  for  me  and  Pnnce  Arjuna 
m  the  arena  But  Padmanabha  did  not  so  much  as  raise  his  head 
The  next  moment  she  stood  m  front  of  me  Her  eyes  bnmmed 
with  tears  My  life  had  experienced  many  such  unforgettable  inci¬ 
dents  which  had  transformed  my  life  extraordinarily  My  life  was  a 
tapestry  of  such  incidents  And  this  incident  was  the  most  signi¬ 
ficant  of  them  all,  the  most  impressive  Suddenly  my  flesh-ear- 
nngs  quivered  Not  because  she  stood  helpless  before  me  She  was 
about  to  appeal  to  me,  and  what  would  happen  then — I  myself  did 
not  know  I  was  ready  to  jump  from  the  seat  into  the  centre  of  the 
hall 

She  glanced  briefly  at  me  Her  eyes  did  not  have  the  least 
Kshatnyan  self-importance  I  felt  this — but  only  for  an  instant  I 
stood  up,  my  hand  on  my  sword  hilt  A  single  phrase  would  escape 
from  her  lips  “Raja  of  Anga*”  The  next  instant  I  would  deal  with 
Duhshasana  as  I  dealt  with  Jarasandha  Seeing  me  nse,  Grandsire 
Bhishma,  the  chief  minister,  Ashvatthaman,  Acharya  Knpa,  and 
Guru  Drona  lifted  their  heads  in  surprise  My  blood  was  surging, 
soanng,  like  a  flock  of  jarango-birds  My  body  was  aflame,  like  a 
stone  heated  on  the  sands  of  the  Ganga  dunng  summer  In  my  ears 
I  could  hear  a  mystenous  whistle,  like  the  peal  of  a  conch  I 
prepared  my  ears  to  hear  that  one  phrase  But  but  she  passed 
me  by,  without  uttering  a  single  word,  yet  sobbing,  I  don’t  know 
why  I  felt  as  if  a  thousand  lightnings  had  struck  my  head  Why  had 
she  passed  me  by'>  What  was  she  feeling'^  Did  she  feel  that  it  was 
wrong  for  a  Kshatnya  lady  to  beg  for  help  from  a  chanoteer’s  son*^ 
Again,  countless  serpents  of  questions  raised  thpir  hoods  in  the 
cave  of  my  mmd  Stormy  horses  of  thoughts  raced  through  my 
head  Under  their  hooves,  discipline,  conscience,  generosity, 
sympathy  and  all  the  noblest  virtues  of  mankind  spilt  their  blood 
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on  my  tortured  body,  which  seemed  on  the  verge  of  death  I 
wanted  to  shut  my  ears  with  my  palms  and  scream  to  her  with 
throat-tearing  vociferousness,  so  loudly  that  the  noise  would 
shatter  even  my  impenetrable  skin-armour,  “I  am  not  a  chario¬ 
teer’s  son  I  am  the  Raja  of  Anga  ”  The  sword-hilt  trembled  in  my 
hand  I  could  not  stand  any  more  I  fell  on  my  seat  Mind,  body, 
consciousness — all  were  numb  Why  did  Fate  forget  to  provide  an 
impenetrable-skin  warrior  with  an  impenetrable  mind"^ 

At  her  svayamvara  she  tattered  my  self-esteem  with  bitter  words 
and  now  today  by  not  saying  anything  she  flung  those  tatters 
into  the  dust.  What  was  I  to  her  except  a  bull  squatting  in  that 
assembly  hall — I,  Kama,  who  wore  royal  robes  and  sported  a 
crown  on  my  head*’  So  she  thought  it  more  demeaning  to  plead  for 
help  before  the  Raja  of  Anga  than  before  the  most  ordinary  of 
raj'as*^  Or  was  she  trying  to  hint  that  there  was  no  difference 
between  Kama  and  Pratikama’^  Like  a  herd  of  elephants  caught  in 
a  forest  fire,  trumpeting  and  cannoning  into  each  other,  herds  of 
thoughts  clashed  in  my  mind  Afraid  that  the  collision  of  thoughts 
and  doubts  would  burst  my  head  apart,  1  held  it  hard  between  both 
hands 


The  insulted,  panting,  and  wild-haired  slave  maid  was  dragged 
away  by  Duhshasana,  using  all  his  strength,  from  the  seats  to  the 
centre  of  the  hall  Slave  maid — slave  maid,  indeed  She  was  the 
slave  maid  of  all  the  Kaurava  princes  The  dice  game  had  made 
that  very  clear  But  for  me  she  had  fallen  even  lower  than  a  slave 


The  realities  of  life  had  made  sure  of  that 

Wailmg  loudly,  she  was  pinpointing  blame  on  the  assembly  and 
on  each  of  her  husbands  To  prevent  Duhshasana’s  hands  touching 
her  upper  garment,  stooping,  she  had  bundled  up  her  body  I  do 
not  know  how  others  were  touched  by  her  poignant  words,  but 
was  completely  unaffected  What  reason  was  there  for  me  to  be 
affected"^  Charioteers  have  no  ears — and  no  feelings  either 
they  do,  they  are  made  of  stone  and  laid  out  in  the  dust,  to  e 
kicked  at  will  by  anyone  who  so  wishes 
She  kept  circling  the  same  place  again  and  again,  trying  her  last 
despe  ate  efforts  to  free  herself,  and  shouting  whatever  came  o 
her  mind,  like  the  crack  of  lightning  “Tell  me  is  there  a  sing  e 
truth-loving,  brave  hero  with  a  lion-like  heart  left  in  t^his  ancien 
hall  of  the  Kauravas'>  There  is  no  assembly  without  elders,  e 
are  not  elders  if  they  lack  the  dharma  to  condemn  adharma. 
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furiously  again  and  again  He  was  doing  his  vicious  best  to  hurt 
her  Perhaps  he  saw  nothing  m  the  assembly  except  Draupadi — 
nor  did  he  hear  anything  else 

Pausing  before  Urnanabha,  Chitrachapa,  Dndhavarman, 
Nishangin,  Mahabahu,  Vishalaksha,  Chitravarman,  Somakirti  and 
others,  she  appealed  to  their  chivalry  in  the  most  piteous  tone,  like 
a  cow  that  has  lost  her  way  in  a  jungle  m  a  storm  No  one  rose 
She  appealed  piteously  to  Pnnce  Padmanabha  who  was  sitting 
on  my  right  “Prince  Padmanabha'”  The  wails  of  that  helpless 
woman  were  more  piercing  than  the  victory  acclamations  of  thou¬ 
sands  of  spectators  who  shouted  praise  for  me  and  Prince  Arjuna 
m  the  arena  But  Padmanabha  did  not  so  much  as  raise  his  head 
The  next  moment  she  stood  in  front  of  me  Her  eyes  brimmed 
with  tears  My  life  had  experienced  many  such  unforgettable  inci¬ 
dents  which  had  transformed  my  life  extraordinarily  My  life  was  a 
tapestry  of  such  incidents  And  this  incident  was  the  most  signi¬ 
ficant  of  them  all,  the  most  impressive  Suddenly  my  flesh-ear¬ 
rings  quivered  Not  because  she  stood  helpless  before  me  She  was 
about  to  appeal  to  me,  and  what  would  happen  then — I  myself  did 
not  know  I  was  ready  to  jump  from  the  seat  into  the  centre  of  the 
hall 

She  glanced  briefly  at  me  Her  eyes  did  not  have  the  least 
Kshainyan  self-importance  I  felt  this — but  only  for  an  instant  I 
stood  up,  my  hand  on  my  sword  hilt  A  single  phrase  would  escape 
from  her  Ups  “Raja  of  Anga'”  The  next  instant  I  would  deal  with 
’Lyc/ns’mtsana  asl  dea’it  wifn  ^arasandna  Seeing  me  rise,  Grandsire 
Bhishma,  the  chief  minister,  Ashvatthaman,  Acharya  Knpa,  and 
Guru  Drona  lifted  their  heads  in  surprise  My  blood  was  surging, 
soaring,  like  a  flock  of  sarangaA)nd$  My  body  was  aflame,  like  a 
stone  heated  on  the  sands  of  the  Ganga  during  summer  In  my  ears 
I  could  hear  a  mysterious  whistle,  Uke  the  peal  of  a  conch  I 
prepared  my  ears  to  hear  that  one  phrase  But  but  she  passed 
me  by,  without  uttenng  a  single  word,  yet  sobbing,  I  don’t  know 
why  I  felt  as  if  a  thousand  lightnings  had  struck  my  head  Why  had 
she  passed  me  by*^  What  was  she  feeling'^  Did  she  feel  that  it  was 
wrong  for  a  Kshatnya  lady  to  beg  for  help  from  a  charioteer’s  son*^ 
Again,  countless  serpents  of  questions  raised  th^ir  hoods  m  the 
cave  of  my  mind  Stormy  horses  of  thoughts  raced  through  my 
head  Under  their  hooves,  disapline,  conscience,  generosity, 
sympathy  and  all  the  noblest  virtues  of  mankind  spilt  their  blood 


The  Death-Conquero) 


363 


so-called  elders:  ‘Have  your  swords  that  once  shone  in  battle  all 
rusted  today?’  Grandsire  Bhishma,  the  Maharaja,  Acharya 
Drona,  the  Gurudeva,  the  chief  minister,  Acharya  Kripa  and  all 
these  wisdom-dispensing  hermits  and  Brahma-knowing  rishis — 
why  are  you  silent  today  like  so  many  ghosts?  Has  lightning  fallen 
on  you,  or  what?  I  am  Prince  Vikama,  and  I  declare  that  the 
sobbing  and  wailing  of  a  married  lady,  and  her  throbbing  tears  that 
carry  with  them  the  terrifying  doom-music  of  her  pain  and 
lamentation,  will  assume  the  form  of  a  thundering,  massive  tidal 
wave  of  the  Ganga  and  sweep  away  all  the  seats  and  thrones,  greed 
for  which  makes  you  so  silent  today.  To  molest  a  faithful  wife 
means  just  that — to  molest  a  faithful  wife — and  to  molest  a  faithful 


Wife  is  the  death  of  male  chivalry.”  He  surveyed  the  assembly  with 
3  penetrating  gaze,  and  his  words  poured  like  torrential  rain 
during  the  ascendancy  of  the  Deer  Constellation. 

He  was  the  only  one  to  speak  out  in  that  assembly.  I  felt  proud 
of  him.  But  it  was  only  for  a  moment.  Was  his  goodness  based  on 
fsct?  Who  was  he  describing  as  a  “faithful  wife”?  He  had  cited  the 
examples  of  Tapati,  Viraja,  Sudakshina,  Devayani  and  other  re¬ 
markable  Maharanis,  but  was  this  Draupadi  worthy  even  of  sitting 
at  their  feet?  Had  she  not  defied  all  social  conventions  and  given 
her  body  for  enjoyment  to  five  husbands?  Which  of  the  earlier 
Maharanis  had  taken  more  than  one  husband  and  set  such  a 
precedent  of  married  life  in  Hastinapura?  Had  ^ny  of  them 
mocked  the  physical  defects  of  any  of  their  relatives?  Which  ol 
them  had  kicked  a  hero  and  called  him  "Lowcaste!  ^caste. 
while  simultaneously  flying  the  flag  of  family  honour,  raupa  i 
could  not  be  described  as  a  “faithful  wife”.  She  was  a  courtesan,  an 
adulteress,  an  unchaste  woman.  Like  a  poisonous  sna^ 
the  charioteer  inside  me  rose  in  fury.  “Wait.  Kama!  He  placed 
his  foot  on  the  head  of  the  Sun-disciple  who  was  speaking  an 
blindly  hissed:  .  . 

“Vikarna,  you  are  a  fool.  Grandsire  Bhishma,  Maharaj 
Ohritarashtra,  Acharya  Drona,  and  the  chief  minister 
in  the  assembly.  They  have  not  raised  any  f 
that,  you  are  shouting  yourself  hoarse  ‘f  ®  ®  whom 
"’antle  of  dharma  has  fallen  entirely  on  you-  , 

yon  are  so  vehemently  defending  a  ‘faithful  wi  e  is  no 

you  think.  She  revels  in  physioa' five- 
She  is  unchaste!  She  is  an  adulteress!  She  is  a  harlot.  Why 
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dharma  that  cannot  distinguish  between  truth  and  untruth  is  not 
dharma  at  all  Will  anyone  explain  to  me  whether  a  husband  who 
has  staked  himself  and  lost,  has  the  nght  to  stake  hts  wife*^ 
Dharmaraja  is  my  husband’s  title— let  him  explain  to  all  present 
here  what  dharma  gave  him  the  right  to  stake  me  after  he  had  lost 
himself 

“Each  of  you  seated  here  is  a  tiger  among  men  who  respects 
women  highly  and,  to  protect  their  honour,  is  ready  to  let  rivers  of 
blood  flow  Even  the  lifeless  wood  stumps  of  your  seats  will  tell 
you  that  a  woman’s  honour  is  not  something  that  can  be  gambled 
away  on  a  dice-board  A  woman’s  honour  is  not  dice  to  be  flung  at 
one’s  whim  The  hand  that  molests  a  woman  is  destined  to  become 
the  doom  of  society  and  kingdom  Have  you  forgotten  that  each  of 
you  was  born  from  a  woman’s  womb*^  Tell  me,  is  there  any 
splendid  son  here  alive  who  has  not  been  suckled  by  a  mother'^” 
A  death-like  silence  fell  on  the  hall  for  an  instant  Duhshasana’s 
fist  unclenched 

Like  a  fish  flapping  out  of  a  shoal  in  a  still  pond,  Duryodhana’s 
brother  Vikarna  rose  Lifting  his  hand,  he  said  authoritatively  to 
his  elder  brother  Duhshasana,  “Duhshasana,  don’t  you  dare  touch 
Draupadi'  Let  all  recall  that  this  royal  assembly  has  been  graced 
by  such  queens  as  Tapati,  Nalmi,  Bhumini,  Sudakshina,  Viraja, 
Devayani,  Ganga,  and  Salyavati  To  insult  a  royal  lady  here  is  to 
trample  underfoot  the  deity  in  the  temple  itself  The  husband  who 
has  lost  himself  has  no  right  to  stake  his  wife  A  royal  administra¬ 
tion  built  on  injustice  cannot  last  long  in  the  eyes  of  society  and  the 
world  You  foolish  and  blind  assembly  members’  Can’t  you  see 
that  injustice  is  being  perpetrated  in  a  hall  of  heroes  against  an 
unwell  lady  dressed  in  a  single  cloth*^  You  are  the  descendants  of 
Maharajas  Ayu,  Nahusha,  Yayati,  Puru,  Hastin,  Ajamidha, 
Samvarana,  Kuru,  Jahnu,  Pratipa  and  Shantanu — have  you  all 
forgotten  that  fact*^  Tell  me,  has  this  assembly  hall  ever  in  the  past 
witnessed  such  a  heinous  sight‘d  This  is  the  hall  that  deliberated  on 
the  Himalaya-profound  decisions  relating  to  world-conquests  and 
Ashvamedha-yayna — and  today  in  that  very  same  hall  a  defence¬ 
less  woman  stands  sobbing  in  humiliation,  seeking  to  save  her 
honour  And  that  lady  happens  to  be  a  daughter-in-law  of  the 
Kauravas’  Blessed  must  be  these  Kauravas  and  blessed  their 
throne — and  blessed  these  wamors’ 

“1  am  young  in  years,  but  1  ask  this  question  direct  to  my 
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less  Slice  off  the  heads  of  all  these  silent  so-called  civilised  people 
with  the  cutting  teeth  of  your  all-destroying  discus  Sudarshana 
Krishna*  Do  you  have  any  respect  at  all  for  motherhood — for 
Yashoda  and  Devaki'^  Do  you  have  any  of  the  illustnous  Vrishni 
respect  for  honour  left  in  you — you  who  bow  your  head  before  the 
massive  portals  of  the  temple  of  motherhood*^  If  you  are  really 
interested  in  dissolving  this  universe  in  a  massive  doom-darkness, 
then  blow  out  the  huge  lamp  of  the  sun  with  a  single  puff,  and  sink 
this  dark-skinned  slave  girl  of  the  Kauravas  in  that  total  darkness 
Or  run*  Come  running  on  the  thundering  waves  of  the  Yamuna* 
Coma.like  a  shrieking  cyclone*  Come  out  of  the  blue  vastness  of 
the  sky,  out  of  the  bowels  of  the  nether  world,  out  of  the  ten 
directions*  Run  and  come*  Save  me*” 


She  beat  her  breasts  passionately 

My  flesh-ear-nngs  vibrated  to  her  heart-rending  cries  For  the 
first  time  my  pure  pillar-like  golden  skin-armoured  body  hornpi- 
lated  In  front  of  my  eyes  opened  a  vast  ocean  of  blackness,  and 
niy  head  bobbed  like  a  reed  in  its  buffeting  hill*high  waves  My 
legs  wobbled  The  buffeting  did  not  stop  Under  their  ceaseless 
impact  my  flesh-ear-rings  snapped  and  floated  away  to  a  swampy 
edge  where  I  clearly  saw  them  lying 

To  Duhshasana,  who  was  like  an  ocean  storm,  the  lamentations 
of  Draupadi  were  like  the  screams  of  a  sea-bird  and  he  pro  a  y 
did  not  even  hear  them  Like  an  impatient  storm  trying  to  uproot  a 
plantain  tree,  he  started  tugging  swiftly  at  the  anchal  Covering  her 
face  with  both  her  hands,  that  dark-skinned  lady  spun  i  e  a 
whirlpool  Only  two  wraps  of  her  dress  remained  on  er  °  ^ 
mind  agonised  in  its  own  helplessness,  as  if  it  had  een  ^ 
down  the  highest  Himalayan  peak  Someone  was  jabbing  my  ho^y 
With  a  trident  A  horrible  thought-scorpion  stung  my  body 
Vrishali  was  standing  in  the  hall  in  place  of  Draupadi  Like  a 
thatch-leaf  hut  collapsing  in  a  torrential  downpour,  I  willynilly  fell 

on  my  seat  There  was  no  strength  in  my  legs  ®  ®  ’ 

bitterness,  and  feeling  of  retaliation  of  a  minute  ago 

that  broke  down  completely  What  had  I  said’  For  whom’  To 

whom*^ 

1  ran  here  and  there  with  eyes  closed  seeking  to  h'^®  m  a  c 
of  my  heart  But  Vnshah  continued  to  follow  rne  unwell 

Vnshah  herself  Vnshah  hounding  me  I^fencele  . 

Vnshah  emerging  from  her  purificatory  bath  Hair 
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she  IS  the  kind  of  woman  who  lusts  for  one  hundred  and  five 
husbands  A  maid  has  at  least  modesty  to  cover  her  body  She  is  at 
least  humble  But  an  adulteress  doesn’t  have  these  qualities  What 
does  It  matter,  Duhshasana,  if  she  comes  dressed  or  undressed  m 
the  halP  How  can  a  shameless  adulteress  have  any  shame  to  lose'? 
Don’t  poke  your  nose,  Vikama,  in  things  you  know  nothing  about 
Sit  down  Duhshasana,  unsheathe  the  dark  sword  Draupadi  from 
the  scabbard  of  her  clothes  She  has  been  dangling  all  this  while  on 
the  hips  of  the  impotent  Pandavas  ” 

Like  the  shneking  of  a  flock  of  parrots  fluttering  out  of  their 
tree-holes,  these  words  emerged  from  my  mouth —  scattering  in  a 
flurry  of  green  feathers  I  spoke  to  my  heart’s  content,  like  one 
intoxicated  I  lifted  the  plate  of  my  years-long  neglect,  filled  with 
the  flaming  embers  of  revenge,  and  emptied  it  on  Draupadi’s 
proud  head  This  was  revenge  indeed 

Revenge  is  not  an  action,  it  is  a  reaction  When  two  proud 
personalities  clash,  a  chain  reaction  starts  The  world  describes  it 
as  revenge,  or  cruelty 

It  seemed  as  if  Duhshasana  was  actually  waiting  to  hear  what 
was  said  Duhshasana  caught  hold  of  the  end  of  Draupadi’s  anchal 
and  pulled  it,  as  if  peeling  a  plamtam  Covering  her  breasts  with 
her  arms,  she  screamed,  “O  Achyuta,  Milinda,  Madhava,  Keshava, 
Gopala,  Gudakesha,  Ghanashyama,  help  me'  O  Sn  Krishna, 
Madhusudana,  become  the  earth  and  open  a  hole  for  unfortunate 
Draupadi  to  be  swallowed  up'  Become  the  fire  in  a  yajna-pA  and 
consume  yajna  born  Draupadi  in  it'  Take  her  hot  ashy  remains 
and  smear  them  on  the  faces  of  these  blind,  vile  criminals'  Duck 
the  drunk  heads  of  these  lust  seekers  in  the  tidal  waves  of  the 
Yamuna  created  by  my  helpless  tears — until  they  drown  to  death' 
Scorch  with  ray-hot  sighs  these  poisonous  snakes  lurking  in  the 
thick  jungles  of  the  Kaurava  clan  O  Keshava,  destroyer  of  Kansa' 
Sheer  of  Shishupala’s  throat,  Krishna'  Lifter  of  Govardhana, 
Gopala'  Decapitater  of  Shatadhanva,  Shyamasundaral  'Vasudeva, 
who  made  Viduratha  senseless'  Lord  of  Dvanka,  who  burnt  Danta- 
vakra  to  cinders'  Nandakishora,  who  wiped  out  the  anti-god 
Naraka'  Lord  of  space,  who  mangled  the  arms  of  the  anti-god 
Bana'  Purushottama,  who  humbled  Paundraka'  Shashikishora, 
who  killed  Shalva  and  Shngala'  Help  me'  Grant  me  shelter  in  the 
hollow  space  in  your  flute  that  is  vast  enough  to  contain  the  three 
worlds — 1  am  Draupadi,  helpless,  defenceless,  alone,  husband- 
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ears  with  their  hands  Duhshasana,  furious  as  a  maddened  ele¬ 
phant,  saw  Vikarna  clapping  m  joy  and  became  even  more  infuri¬ 
ated  What  would  have  happened  had  anyone  tried  at  that  mo¬ 
ment  to  obstruct  Duhshasana*^  He  was  in  no  mood  to  listen  to 
anyone  He  would  have  stripped  that  person  then  and  there 
Duryodhana  had  fanned  to  flame  the  embers  of  Duhshasana’s 
conscienceless  mind  Stirred  by  my  detestable  words,  he  had  be 
come  a  raging  fire — a  conflagration  that  could  not  be  quenched 
now  by  Duryodhana,  nor  by  me,  nor  even  by  any  royal  Kaurava 
order 


The  hall  piled  up  with  a  heap  of  upper  garments,  and  my  mind 
with  countless  thoughts  What  had  I  gone  and  done*^  I  had  gone 
and  in  the  black  pit  of  revenge  heedlessly  drowned  the  purity  of 
my  character  attained  from  childhood  onwards  through  rigorous 
routine  and  strict  dedication  Kama*  Lauded  by  all  warnors' 
Kama,  who  transformed  chaos  to  order  by  dint  of  patience* 
Kama,  who  ruled  the  hearts  of  all  the  citizens  with  threads  of 
affection*  In  an  instant,  he  had  become  an  unfortunate  denizen  in 
the  kingdom  of  emotions  Shishupala  and  I,  Duhshasana  and  I, 
and  also  Kansa  and  I— was  there  no  difference  between  the  two 
Thinking  this,  tears  came  to  my  eyes,  the  first  tears  of  my  h  e 
There  was  no  compassion  in  them,  no  awe,  no  yearning,  nor  was 
there  a  feeling  of  remorse  shuddering  at  the  fear  of  consequences 
There  was  only  a  pulsing  wave  of  pain  and  anguish  which  crashed 
through  the  immense  barrier  of  my  mind  as  it  searched  for  the 
figure  of  the  Sun-disciple  Kama  in  the  pile  of  upper  gaments— the 
same  Sun-disciple  who  had  all  his  life  cherished  idealistic  princi¬ 
ples  That  agony  found  shape  in  the  form  of  tear-drops  m  the  eyes 
of  Kama  the  chLioteer’s  son  Tears  m  the  eyes  of  the  charioteer  s 

son  for  the  Sun  disciple' For  a  moment  I  thought  a  .  ^ 

the  son  of  a  charioteer  what  would  have  been  o/my 

then^  Like  Sri  Krishna  s?  Why  not^  It  was  f 
ordinary  becomes  extraordinary  with  good  samskaras 
them  even  lotus-petals  get  dirtied  m  the  slime  of  wicked  deeds^ 

More  important  than  the  impression  one  givcJ,  IS  w  ^  p^yhatone 

be  If  this  IS  not  possible,  then  at  least  one  should  ensure  what  one 
should  be  In  a  flash  I  had  destroyed  everything 

My  first  tears  slipped  out  in  the  royal  assem  J  Draupadi 

and  lost  themselves  in  my  shawl  No  one  notice  ouhsha- 

Stood  in  front  of  my  eyes  Sweat-drenched,  exhausted  Duhsha 
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Wailing  Vnshali,  covering  her  face  with  both  her  hands  Stnpped 
Vrishah,  shrieking,  “Raja  of  Anga*  Raja  of  Anga>”  Seeing  Vnsha- 
Ii  in  place  of  Draupadi,  I  immediately  opened  my  eyes  Even 
before  my  wide-open  eyes  I  saw  Draupadi  one  instant  and  Vnshali 
the  other  Draupadi’  Vnshali’  Stnpped  Draupadi’  Ah,  stnpped 
Vnshali’  Vnshali’  Ah,  she  should  be  covered  up 
Picking  up  my  shawl,  I  rose  again  from  my  seat  In  the  mean¬ 
time,  the  fearful  sounds  of  a  flute  entered  the  assembly  hall  from 
some  unknown  place,  like  a  victonous  army  pressing  forward  to 
wipe  out  the  remnants  of  its  routed  enemies  And  immediately  the 
heart  piercing  tumult  of  thousands  of  musical  instruments  was 
heard  I  recalled  the  Rajasuya  Yajna  I  was  unable  to  make  out 
what  was  going  on  My  mind  was  not  working  The  noise  made 
everyone  tremble  Where  were  these  sounds  coming  from'^  The 
sky*^  The  nether  world'’  Or  from  the  ten  directions'’  No  one  could 
tell  A  beam  of  light  streamed  through  one  of  the  openings  in  the 
pavilion  ceiling  intended  to  let  sunlight  filter  in  and  spread  itself  on 
Draupadi’s  entire  body  I  instantly  recalled  the  Sudarshana 
chakra  I  could  see  in  front  of  my  eyes  the  blue-complexioned 
figure  of  Sri  Krishna  What  will  happen  now*’  Will  Duhshasana 
become  another  Shishupala'’  And  me  as  welP  The  cacophony  of 
the  instruments  instilled  terror  in  all  hearts  But  Duhshasana’s 
frenzy  swelled  Ignoring  everyone,  he  started  pulling  at  her  gar¬ 
ment  as  if  he  was  tugging  at  a  horee’s  reins  Like  a  straw  swirling  in 
a  whirlpool,  she  spun  with  the  cloth  The  whole  assembly  was 
shocked  Draupadi  had  another  blood-red  upper  garment  on  her 
body,  which  seemed  to  be  woven  into  her  blue-coloured  upper 
garment  Fearful  of  defeat,  Duhshasana’s  eyes  were  blood-red 
The  noise  of  the  instruments  increased  every  instant,  yet  Duhsha¬ 
sana  dared  to  gnp  that  blood-red  dress 

Who  am  V  Who  is  Draupadp  This  is  the  assembly  of  the 
Kauravas  Forgetting  all  this,  I  stared  dumbfounded  at  that  extra¬ 
ordinary,  weird,  profound  spectacle  My  hand,  which  held  the 
shawl,  started  trembling  What  had  I  done  today'’  Where  had  I  lost 
myselP  What  had  I  said’’ 

Srrrrrr-srrrrr’  Swifter  than  even  a  sword,  Duhshasana  began 
pulling  at  her  upper  garment  But  like  a  herd  of  cows  grazing  each 
other  as  they  hurry  from  their  cowpen  to  the  forest,  blue,  green, 
purple,  white  and  red  upper  garments  appeared  one  by  one  in  a 
stream  The  shrilling  of  the  instruments  forced  many  to  shut  their 
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As  soon  as  they  left  the  hall,  Grandsire  Bhishma  unsheathed  the 
sword  hanging  at  his  waist  Transfixed  on  my  seat  like  a  stone 
statue,  I  was  trying  to  make  out  what  kind  of  daybreak  would 
emerge  after  such  a  cloud-shadowed  day  What  had  today  been 
except  an  amalgam  of  surprise,  confusion,  mystery,  felony,  down¬ 
fall,  folly,  cruelty,  and  unscrupulousness"^  But.  seeing  the  sharp 
sword  in  Grandsire  Bhishma’s  hand,  I  trembled  at  the  prospect  of 
another  assault  What  was  going  on  in  his  mind"^  I  was  not  so 
stunned  by  the  eye-boggling  drama  of  a  little  while  ago  as  I  was  by 
the  sight  of  the  glinting  sword  in  the  grasp  of  that  palmtree-tall  o 
man  What  was  he  planning*^  What  more  was  there  to  see 
Bending  his  right  leg,  he  sat  down  near  the  heap  of  dresses 
Placing  his  hand  gently  on  Draupadi’s  back,  he  said,  Draupa  i 
The  pile  shook  but  she  remained  as  if  senseless  Grandsife 
Bhishma  lifted  a  corner  of  the  yellow  dress  and,  with  his  sword,  cut 
off  the  skyblue  upper  garment  which  was  joined  to  the  ye  ow 
had  warned  Duhshasana  not  to  lay  hands  on  the  yellow  cloth,  an 
this  was  the  very  cloth  that  he  sliced  with  complete  ease  o 
he  able  to  do  this*’  ,  ^ 

Grandsire  Bh’ishma  rose  and  signalled 
and  picked  up  the  senseless  Uraupadi  The  Pandavas  were  s.an^d^ 
mg  around  with  lowered  heads  The  Grandsire  p  ac 
Arjuna’s  back  and  the  other  on  Bhima  s,  an  s  ow  y  p  , 

At  a  nod  of  his  head,  the  five  Pandavas  accompanied  Grandsire 
Bhishma,  who  still  had  his  hands  on  the  backs  of  Bhima  and 

I  had  no  desire  to  get  up  from  my  seat  I  felt  my 

made  a  stone  pyramid  of  the  heap  of  clothes  an  p 

sSmrS  ■ ..'p.  A.™ ». »'  ”• 

enough  to  dnvc  a»ayhe  darkness^m^  tom^eep  sleep 

Focsome  imel  fe  tas 

Upset  I  walked  "  ^  clothes,  I  felt  that  my  life  was  also  like 

Ihem  Bm,Tere  was  not  one  cloth  m  it  resembling  the  radiant, 

dazzling  yellow  sarment  ^  back— lo  see  whal  sestigcs 

Reaching  the  mam  “  •  j  assembly  hall  which  had 

were  left  of  today  sincioem 
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Sana  paused  momentanly  He  was  panting  like  a  horse  after  a 
hundred-yoynnn  journey  The  heap  of  upper  garments  towered 
above  them  both  The  dm  of  the  instruments  suddenly  ceased  and 
only  the  fear-instilhng  sound  of  the  flute  pierced  the  atmosphere 
The  yellow  upper  garment  on  Draupadi’s  body  dazzled,  like  a 
vesture  of  gold  threads  I  had  the  feeling  that  I  had  seen  this 
before  Gathering  all  his  energies,  Duhshasana  laid  his  hands  on 
the  yellow  upper  garment  Throwing  his  hands  like  the  front 
hooves  of  a  leaping  white  horse,  Grandsire  Bhishma  jumped  from 
his  seat  and  boomed,  “Duhshasana,  not  an  inch  more’  You  will  be 
reduced  to  ashes,  as  Shishupala  was  Remember  this  is  Krishna’s 
yellow  garment’” 

Exhausted  Duhshasana  lowered  his  hands  and  staggered  to  his 
seat  Placing  his  hands  on  the  seat-arms,  he  stooped  From  his 
sweat-drenched  head,  two  drops  fell  on  the  seat,  and  he  dropped 
on  them  with  a  thud,  utterly  bereft  of  strength  Drops  of  sweat  on 
the  seat,  Duhshasana  on  the  drops  of  sweat’  I  averted  my  face  m 
disgust  My  shawl  had  long  since  fallen  from  my  hands,  it  looked 
so  colourless  next  to  the  radiance  of  the  yellow  upper  garment  I 
sat  down  in  dejection 

Draupadi’s  head  was  swimming  after  being  pulled  round  and 
round  Like  the  flower  of  the  thorn-bush  katasaratya  swinging  to 
the  touch  of  the  breeze,  she  swayed  for  a  moment,  and  then  like  a 
plantain  tree  she  toppled  unconscious  on  the  heap  of  upper  gar¬ 
ments  In  her  yellow  dress,  she  looked  like  forked  lightning  flash- 
iTig  \Yncfag’h  Vnax  lambow  pAe  ol  multi-coloured  garments  Some 
spectators  stepped  forward  to  take  the  dust  of  her  exposed  feet, 
but  in  the  meantime,  taking  advantage  of  the  silence,  Grandsire 
Bhishma  jumped  down  and  hurried  towards  Draupadi  like  Garuda 
swooping  from  a  mountain  lop,  and  they  stood  stock-still  Approa¬ 
ching  Draupadi,  Grandsire  Bhishma  addressed  them  gravely, 
Members  of  the  assembly’  The  dice  game  is  over  You  can  leave 
But  keep  m  mind  that  the  gambling  with  events  has  begun  ”  Heads 
bowed,  they  departed  one  by  one 

My  slipped  shawl  came  under  the  feel  of  Vikarna  as  the  princes 
were  leaving  for  their  respective  palaces  The  yellow  garment  was 
on  Draupadi’s  body  but  my  shawl  was  under  Vikarna’s  feet  I  felt 
numb  Trampling  my  shawl,  and  ignoring  Grandsire  Bhishma, 
Vikarna  took  the  dust  of  unconscious  Draupadi’s  feet  and  put  it  on 
his  head  Only  Vikarna  did  so 
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bones — the  same  Jarasandha  whom  Bhima  killed,  and  whose  life 
you  spared  ” 

“What  are  you  saying,  Shon'  Did  Duhshasana  go  to  Magadha  to 
get  Jarasandha’s  bones'^"  I  shook  his  shoulders 
“Yes  The  cowries  shake  at  the  very  sound  of  your  voice  That  is 
why  they  cleverly  contrived  to  keep  you  out  of  the  hall  till  the 
gambling  ended  The  cowries  shake  at  your  presence  and 
Bhima’s  ” 

“How  did  you  find  all  this  out*^” 

“From  Satyasena  Satyasena  knew  from  the  ve^-  beginning  that 
Duryodhana  would  have  you  despatched  to  the  Ganga  s  bank 

What  a  web  of  mystery  today  was' 

“Go,  Shon.  But  but  remember— don’t  hold  ®  | 

me  for  being  rough  with  you  this  momtng  T  e  w  o  ® 
turn  against  me^nd  I  won’,  eare  But  you  are  m>  “  W? 
are  both  flesh-and-blood  of  the  same  mother  ®  j 

“Bhaiva  even  if  I  have  to  meet  death  in  your  presence,  I  will 
accept  It  gl’adly-just  as  I  used  to  '"''■"S'yS^'her  seashells  on 
Ganga's  bank  ”  He  stepped  forward  and  sanc- 

tuLrrd^’sr  “Gl'^hrt  HeTtS-  Has  been  wiped 
out  That  is  what  happens  to  alponas 

Forte'’brif:ime  I  felt  -hamed  of  myself  when  I  saw  Vnshah 

sitting  near  the  entrance  of  the  bedr  ,  ,  mcidents  in  the 

with  all  kinds  of  questions  about  I  e  “"P  ^  thmk- 

assembly  hall  What  would  I  say  to  her’  What  must 
mg  of  her  husband’s  behaviour  today  walked  to  the 

I  entered,  as  if  I  had  not  <=ven  noticed  her 

window  and  stared  at  the  invisible  darkness 

side  nexr  to  me,  and  said,  in  a 

As  she  did  always,  she  came  and  s  Qid  you  give  it  to 

surprised  voice,  "Arre,  where  is  your  shawl’  Did  y  g 

someone’”  R.,t  whv  are  you  questioning 

"Yes,  I  wanted  to,  but  I  couldn  t  But  why  y 
me  about  a  small  thing  like  a  shaw  memories  I  had 

“Small’  No,  no  It  was  a  shawl 
picked  It  up  from  the  Ganga,  like  a  y  B 

us  Where  IS  it*^”  fnr  oood  after  showing  me 

“Gone  Gone  for  good  It  has  gone  for  good,  a 
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been  witness  to  so  many  glorious  events  The  golden  throne,  as 
high  as  an  adult  man,  was  lustreless  in  the  dark  hall  The  empty 
seats  looked  like  so  many  scattered  black  stone  slabs  on  a  river 
bank  There  was  someone  m  the  hall,  slumped  as  if  lifeless  on  a 
seat  in  the  far  distance,  with  his  head  between  his  knees  From  the 
position  of  the  seat  I  could  make  out  it  was  Duhshasana  Why 
should  anyone  else  be  there‘s  He  was  so  still  that  there  seemed  to 
be  no  difference  between  him  and  the  pile  of  clothes  Heaving  a 
sigh,  I  left  the  hall  I  did  not  have  the  desire  to  go,  as  was  my 
practice,  to  the  Ganga  to  offer  my  evening  arg/iya-prayers  The 
entire  western  sky  was  obscured  by  thick  black  clouds 
My  feet  felt  as  if  they  were  clamped  down  by  heavy  chains  I 
climbed  the  palace  staircase  and  reached  the  portals  In  the  central 
sanctuary  of  the  Vishnu  temple  Meghamala  was  bending  and 
pouring  ingudi  oil  in  the  stone  lamps,  which  she  lit  as  soon  as  they 
were  full  Her  ketaki  flower  face  glowed  in  the  light  of  the  lamps  I 
recalled  her  carelessness  that  morning  when  she  dropped  the 
alcana  platter  I  hurried  my  steps  and  stood  in  front  of  the  sanc¬ 
tuary  Seeing  me,  Meghamala  moved  back  I  lifted  a  stone  lamp 
and  by  its  light  inspected  the  floor  where  the  alpana  had  scattered 
The  white  alpana  had  dispersed  and  faded,  so  had  the  yellow 
turmeric  What  remained  were  the  blood-red  lines  of  kumkum, 
slightly  smudged  I  smiled  wearily  and  ran  my  fingers  on  the  red 
smeared  kumkum  It  felt  very  strange  I  handed  the  stone  lamp  to 
Meghamala  and  strode  straight  to  the  sleeping  quarters 

Shon  suddenly  materialised  in  front  of  me  I  wanted  to  hug  him 
tightly  and,  like  the  Vasu  of  childhood  days,  ask  him,  ‘'Shon,  who 
am  P”  But  hadn’t  I  roughly  shaken  off  his  loving  hand  early  this 
morning  on  the  bank  of  the  Ganga'^  Saying  nothing  to  him,  I 
turned  to  the  sleeping  room,  but  he  approached  me  by  himself  and 
said,  “Bhaiya,  wait  ”  He  was  my  own  brother,  after  all  In  spite  of 
being  an  elder,  I  had  to  listen  to  his  advice  quietly  I  stopped 
“Bhaiya,  why  did  everyone  ask  you  to  offer  arghya-  prayers  this 
morning*^  Have  you  found  out  or  no'^“ 

“Shon,  even  if  I  had  found  out,  it  would  not  help  ’’ 

“But  you  should  know  what  people  think  about  you,  especially 
those  for  whom  you  are  willing  to  stake  all  your  life’s  ideals  ’’ 
“Very  well,  you  tell  me  why  was  I  pressed  to  go  to  the  Ganga 
this  morning*^” 

“The  dice  used  today  in  the  gambling  were  made  of  Jarasandha’s 
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“What  strange  story  did  she  tell  you’’” 

“You  accompanied  all  the  others  once  to  the  Rajasuya  Yajna  in 
Indraprastha  At  that  time  Draupadi  from  the  staircase  saw  your 
face  with  its  flesh-ear-rings  reflected  in  the  pool  of  the  magic 

room,  and  whispered  in  its  ear  ”  ,  .  ,  .i,  „ 

“What  did  she  say'’  Tell  me,  Vrishali  I  was  in  the  dark  then,  and 

I  am  still  m  the  dark  ”  ^  r  „r  .i,„c<. 

“She  whispered,  ‘Hiranmayi,  had  I  become  the  wife  of  to  e 
flesh-ear-rings  and  armour,  what  springs  would  have  Wormed  i 
the  garden  of  my  life'  If  Kama,  the  ® 

husband,  the  year  that  I  bitterly  had  to  divide  betw  en  my^f.ve 
husbands,  living  two  months  with  each  ro  e  , 
been  thus  divided  Saying  this,  Vrf  ah  placed  her  head  ^  my 

back  I  turned  and  sighing,  “Draupadi  .  cupp  agonising 

in  my  hands,  my  splendour  was  dimmed,  and  1  was  agonising 

,  w,.ci.,i.i”  Plaeing  her  hands  on  mine, 

“Not  Draupadi'  1  am  Vrishah  g 

Vrishah  said,  “At  least  your  worrying  mm 
misunderstand  Draupadi  ”  She  looke'  P  something 
flickering  faint  light  of  ‘he  ’anjR  a®  n,ormng  1 

Mixed  feelings  made  my  mind  r  some  super- 

had  been  tossed  between  troth  an  un  r  towards 

natural  power  I  had  been  diverte  In  knowing 

untruth  What  was  the  point  nowjn  g 

what  Draupadi's  feelings  had  been 

“Vrishah'"  1  murmured,  h  so  lealous  of  me! ' 

“How  splendid  you  are'  Draupadi  must  be  so  jeai 

Vrishah  said,  snuggling  her  face  now  " 

"I-splend.d'’  Vrishah,  1  was  °"“p„emg  herself,  she 

“For  me  you  will  always  she  was  going  to 

moved  gracefully  out  of  the  b"  ™  anything.  Vrishah  I  am 

get  something  for  me,  I  said.  Id 

not  hungry  ”  .  _ _ f,i„  .hut  the  door  and  flung 

No  sooner  had  she  left  than  pij  mind 

myself  on  the  bed  The  -ha  wases  in  search  of  an 

waned  Like  a  sea-bird  flapping  across  n  „s 

endless  horizon,  my  mind  leap  .  mits  returned  to  its  b^'- 
future,  and.  unable  to  discover  the  li  ■  ^  j„pcraUon 

cage  and.  panting,  with  w"‘''”P'"  j,’  praupadi.  forgive  me 

cr> mg  in  agony,  “Forgive  me.  P 
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that  there  are  many  vestures  in  this  world  far  more  precious  than 
that  shawl  ” 

“In  that  case,  good  it’s  gone  The  best  vesture  for  a  wife  is  her 
husband  ”  Rubbing  her  cheek  on  my  back,  she  said  this  with  her 
usual  loving  respect 

So  she  knew  nothing  at  all  of  what  had  transpired  in  the  assem¬ 
bly  hall  I  sighed  freely 

“That’s  a  strange  story  you  have  told  me  of  the  disappearance  of 
your  shawl  I  am  going  to  surprise  you  with  an  even  more  astonish¬ 
ing  piece  of  news  ’’  I  could  hear  her,  but  in  my  mind  there  was  only 
the  assembly  hall  whirling  red,  blue,  green,  yellow  colours 
“What  news*^’’  I  asked,  moving  away  from  her  and  standing 
before  another  window 

“You  never  tire  of  repeating  that  Draupadi  makes  fun  of  you, 
but  ” 

‘  Vnshah,  I  don’t  want  to  hear  anything  more  about  this  I  won’t 
allow  anyone  judging  what  I  did,  like  spectators  on  a  bank  judging 
swimmers  ’’ 

“But  please  listen  Draupadi  has  never  made  fun  of  you  in  her 
heart  of  heart,’’  she  interrupted  me 
“How  can  you  possibly  say  this‘>’’ 

“I  discovered  today  ’’ 

“What'> 

“We  were  all  sitting  together  in  the  inner  ladies’  apartments  in 
the  afternoon  Draupadi  arrived  then,  after  her  bath  Because  I 
happen  to  be  your  wife,  she  made  special  gestures  of  politeness  to 
me  She  touched  Vns/iasena’s  ears  and  went  so  far  as  to  say, 
‘Really ,  I  wonder  why  your  son  does  not  have  flesh-ear-rings  ’ 
What  reply  could  I  give'’  I  avoided  the  question  with,  ‘Only  his 
father  knows  ’  But  as  soon  as  I  mentioned  you,  she  lowered  her 
head  ’ 

“Why  do  you  think  she  did  that,  Vnshah'’  Oh,  you  will  never 
understand  why  ’’  I  gazed  out  with  sight-shafts  deep  into  the 
distant  darkness  and  said  this 

“I  also  had  the  feeling  that  she  would  make  fun  of  you  to  me 
That  IS  why,  when  she  turned  towards  the  mirror  to  do  her  hair,  I 
summoned  her  maid  Hiranmayi  in  order  to  find  out  the  truth 
What  she  told  me  is  what  makes  me  say  all  this  I  wanted  to  tell 
you  everything  as  soon  as  possible  and  remove  the  doubt  in  your 
mind  I  asked  Mrinal  to  look  for  you,  but  you  were  involved  with 
the  assembly  hall  ” 
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husband,  obedient  to  his  mother’s  wish,  agrees  to  make  her  the 
common  wife  of  his  brothers  as  well,  when  all  she  has  done  is 
obeyed  her  eldest  husband*^  Tell  me  am  I  a  loose  woman, 
pleasure-seeker,  a  harlot’’  Look  deep  m  yourself,  an  , 

The  light  grew  more  and  more  intense  I  shaded  my  sy 
shouted,  “No,  Draupadi,  you  are  not  unchaste  You  are 

wife,  as  pure  as  Vrishah  ’’  .  j  i  the 

Profound  darkness  outs.de-but  I  stood  up  and, 
bedroom  and  palace  behind,  1  climbed  do^'^e  stairs  and  came  t^^ 

the  mam  gate  of  the  palace  boundary  direction 

tries,  I  undid  the  bolt,  opened  the  door  and  moved  ■"  d.rec  ■ 
of  the  Ganga  The  darkness  seemed  to  have  «11 

Hastmapura  The  only  way  1  could  make  out  the  path  was 

I  was  already  familiar  with  it  Or-nsionallv  I 

I  sat  down  on  my  usual  spot  on  the  Ganga  ® 
could  hear  the  shrieks  of  a  flapping  karon  a  lU  shneks 

kadamba  trees  in  the  thick  cluster  But  t  e  n  silence 

disappeared  and  mysteriously  sky  was  populated  with 

of  the  place  The  blue  parqata  ««  f ’.'’^^Xwere  scattered  in 
thick  clusters  of  star-flowers,  som 
reflections  on  the  Ganga  s  oroWem 

time  But  1  had  no  answer  to  P  ^^^ves  would  never 

confusion  and  chaos  would  end  g^bitter  mind,  I  left  the 

be  able  to  provide  an  answer  don’t  know  when  my 

Ganga's  bank  and  returned  to  the  pa  ac 

tortured  self  found  solace  in  Sleep  fr*_,npc  of  all  m  her  vast 

of  all  She  calms  the  mult.tudmous  su  W  of 
goodness — briefly,  yes,  but  perfect  y  a 


U 

H  Mawwithttondcrthccnchant- 
Awakened  by  a  knocking  sound.  Isa  bedroom 

mg  rays  of  the  morning  sun  Had  >cstcrdi>  s 

vsindow  I  don’t  recall  having  ever  s  p  doubt,  I  leapt 

events  changed  my  day’s  routine  a  j  bow  high  up 

frommv  bed%nd  looked  out  of  the 

m  the  sky  the  sun  had  climbed  Ag  Mcghamila  An 

knew  It  could  not  be  Vrishali,  ^  P'n,^  bedroom  It  could  k 

Satyasena  and  Shon  would  never  ,  ij,ebcd  the  door  5>ecinp 

only  Radha-mata  Still  m  doubt.  I  uniat 
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Such  thoughts  on  a  soft  bed  make  a  person  even  more  restless 
and  uneasy  So  I  knelt  on  the  tcc-cold  floor  and  rested  my  head  on 
the  bed  But  in  an  instant  the  entire  day  blazed  like  the  rays  of  the 
sun  in  front  of  my  eyes  The  eyes  of  one’s  body  can  be  closed,  but 
how  does  one  shut  the  eyes  of  the  mmd‘>  The  multicoloured  wings 
of  varied  incidents  flapped  in  front  of  my  mind’s  eyes,  shrieking  off 
and  on,  “Ooud-obscuicd  sky'  The  oipnna  saWer'  A  screeching 
sandpiper*  Lustreless  flesh-ear-nngs*  A  crow  perched  on  a  yajna- 
pit*  Black,  jet-black  day*  Draupadi’s  dishevelled  black  hair,  tears, 
and  blood-drops*  Ah,  rivers  of  tears  and  blood*  Shaking  cowries* 
Duhshasana  like  a  rutting  elephant*  And  and  conscienceless, 
pathless,  half-fallen  Kama*  Wailing,  agony  and  injustice  all 
around*  Total  bewilderment*  Shining  yellow  garment — the 
pitamhara^  And  and  the  upper  garment  trampled  underfoot* 
The  white  powder  of  the  splattered  alpana^  The  remainder  of  the 
kumkum  vermilion*  Blood-red,  thick  kumkum*  Shon  placing  his 
head  at  my  feet*  Vrishali  placing  her  head  at  my  back*  Draupadi 
eager  to  divide  the  year  into  two-monthly  portions*  Draupadi* 
Draupadi*  ‘ 

I  raised  my  head  helplessly  The  stone  lamps  were  flickering  on 
all  sides  Rotten  food  offered  to  a  famished  man  is  sure  to  drive 
him  insane  To  remove  my  mind’s  painful  darkness  I  stared  at  a 
stone  lamp  Draupadi  was  there,  in  that  shining  light  She  was 
speaking  to  me,  with  deep  tenderness,  “Raja  of  Anga,  you  must 
have  been  hurt  by  the  fact  that  I  did  not  appeal  to  you  for  help 
today  You  must  have  been  shattered  by  the  thought  that 
Draupadi  spurned  you  again  But  but  the  truth  is — with  what 
face  could  I  have  asked  for  your  help  today'^  What  right  had  P 
Hadn  t  I  in  the  pride  of  my  fragrant  body  spurned  shining  flesh- 
ear-rings'’  It  took  me  a  long  time  to  realise  that  your  flesh  ear¬ 
rings  and  skin-armour  were  just  as  precious  as  my  fragrant  body 
And  by  the  time  this  dawned  on  me,  I  had  no  choice  left  I  did 
insult  you  If,  with  the  memory  of  that  pain  m  my  heart,  I  begged 
you  for  help  m  the  assembly  and  you  turned  your  face  away,  what 
then'’ — how  would  I  ever  have  been  able  to  live  down  that  con¬ 
tempt'’  Which  IS  the  exact  reason  why  my  shame  prevented  me 
from  approaching  you  1  didn’t  mean  to  mock  you,  my  aim  was  not 
to  insult  you,  but  but  you  did  brand  me  unchaste,  you  described 
me  as  a  harlot,  and  you  labelled  me  an  adulteress  who  sported  with 
five  husbands  Tell  me  how  can  a  wife  be  branded  harlot  when  her 
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“A  dent  A  deep  dent  which  his  right  toe  made  when  he  pressed 
It  hard  in  order  to  stop  Bhima.” 

“A  dent  made  by  his  toe?” 

“Yes  Because  of  Yudhishthira’s  passivity  the  Queen  Mother 
Kunti  Devi  told  his  younger  brothers  to  decide  matters  only  after 
looking  at  his  toe  If  the  toe  is  raised,  only  then  are  all  four 

brothers  free  to  retaliate  ”  , 

“So  what  was  the  reason  he  didn’t  raise  his  toe  yester  ay 
mystery  made  me  very  restless 

“Had  he  done  so,  he  would  have  fallen  in  his  own  esti 
forever  One  can’t  even  imagine  what  could  have  appe 
top  of  that,  he  would  have  lost  the  trust  of  his  '"‘’•'’ef 
“What  are  you  getting  at?  You  think  the  four  would  have 

finished  off  the  whole  lot  of  them’  mihsha- 

“No,  not  that,  but  Bhima  would  certainly  have  killed  Duhsha^ 

Sana,  because  in  his  anger  he  did  succeed  in  wis  g  ^jgif 

the  iron  arm-rest  of  his  seat  You  can  go  and  see  that  for  yourselt 

'"‘‘Ash'vatthaman,  don’,  you  hate  me  after  all  the  horrible  things 

that  happened  yesterday’’”  ,  • 

“Of  course  not  Yes,  one  thing  really  hurt  me 

“Whafr  My  branding  Draupadi  a  harlot  Hastinapura 

“No  If  you  hadn’t  said  that,  how  would  a 

ever  have  known  how  cxcepfona  ,hjn 

Draupadi  has  become  a  name  in  the  y  _ _ Devavanu  Tapati. 

the  Illustrious  ladies  of  V.karna  s  sorry  for 

Girija,  Sudakshma  and  other  Maharan.s  1  m  no.  g 
Draupadi,  I  feel  sorry  for  you  ”  I  control  of  his 

“For  me’’  Because  a  friend  dear  as  life  to  you 

tongue’’”  ^  .L.  „,,7cns  lost  control  of 

“No.  not  because  of  that  But  hcc^  for  ^„u  th  it 

their  tongue  on  account  of  you  It  o  ^rc  insobcd  in  this 

more  than  half  the  citizens  firmly  ociic  j 
shabby  gambling  conspiracy,  an  t  a 

"■avc  ”  „  It  was  ms  fault  rcalls  I 

“Ah’  That’s  all  false.  Ashsalthaman  i  ^  11, cn  .all  these 

should  not  have  spared  Jarasandha  s  '  cossrics  nor  ihe 

situations  would  neser  have  risen-nei.her 


dice 


“You  can't  not  have  spared  it  and 


,„U  will  do  ihc  same  .aom 
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Ashvatthaman,  1  laughed  and  said,  “I  knew  you  would  come  today 
That’s  why  1  rose  so  late — or  I  would  be  on  the  Ganga’s  bank  by 
now  ” 

“Since  when  did  you  become  a  know-alP  Don’t  put  me  off  with 
silly  talk  I  heard  from  Bhabln-ji  that  you  returned  late,  well  past 
midnight  Arre,  it’s  all  right  if  you  hide  your  sorrow,  but  learn  to  do 
It  well  ” 

“You,  Ashvatthaman,  are  my  guru’s  son,  so  you  can  enter 
whenever  and  wherever  you  like,  and  so  you  can  get  any  informa¬ 
tion  you  desire,  but  have  the  decency  at  least  to  tell  me  why  you 
have  come  so  early  today — which  is  something  you  have  never  done 
so  far  ’’ 

“Because  I  couldn’t  help  but  come  " 

“Why,  what’s  the  matter"’”  I  motioned  him  to  a  seat 
“The  Pandavas  have  gone  to  exile  in  the  Kamyaka  forest,  taking 
Draupadi  with  them — before  the  sun  rose  today  " 

His  words  stirred  a  fresh  wave  of  pain  in  my  heart.  J  asked  sadly, 
“So  Uncle  Shakuni  did  insist  on  their  going  into  exile  even  after 
what  happened  yesterday  ” 

“No  Y udhishthira  tooklhe  decision  himself,  in  order  to  keep  his 
word  Vrishavarman,  the  chief  advisor  Vidura,  the  Grandsire  and 
Sanjaya  tried  their  best  to  dissuade  him,  but  he  would  listen  to 
nobody  Telling  Duryodhana,  ‘Our  kingdom  of  Indraprastha  is  now 
yours,’  he  shed  his  royal  vesture  and  placed  it  at  the  feet  of  the 
Maharaja  ” 

‘  Ashvatthaman,  what  are  we  doing"’  1  Can’t  make  sense  of 
anything  ” 

‘If  you  could  understand  the  reasons,  would  there  be  anything 
else  left  in  life"’  "The  business  of  the  world  goes  on  simply  because  we 
are  always  hoping  things  will  turn  out  for  the  better  Yudhishthira 
has  left  It  had  to  be  so  It’s  his  very  nature  ” 

"Meaning"’ 

Love  of  truth — and  discipline  ” 

‘  Discipline"’  What  kind  of  discipline  is  this,  Ashvatthaman"’  Is  it 
discipline  to  throw  away  a  hard  won  kingdom  and  pack  up  and 
leave"’’ 

“Yes  AndonlyYudhishthiracandoit  If  you  want  to  see  another 
example  of  his  intense  discipline,  go  to  the  assembly  and  see  the  iron 
footrest  which  is  m  front  of  his  seat  ” 

“What’s  so  special  about  that  footrest"’” 
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“The  Pandavas  were  rajas  of  Indraprastha,  yet  many  citizens  of 
Hastinapura,  the  capital  of  the  Kauravas,  went  off  with  them  to 
forest-exile  It’s  a  different  thing  altogether  that  Yudhishthira 
pleaded  and  persuaded  them  at  the  city  limits  to  return  Only  Rishi 
Dhaumya  accompanied  the  six  of  them  out  of  the  city 

“Did  Yudhishthira  tell  you  anything  at  the  time  of  departure 
“Not  a  word  It  was  I  who  looked  at  his  uncovered  feet  and 
said  ” 

“What^”  rVornn 

“I  said,  ’Yudhishthira,  seeing  your  feet  I  am 
Had  you  Kama’s  skin-armour  on  your  feet,  you  wou  , 
had  to  endure  the  thorns  and  brambles  of  the  forest ,  Ashvat- 
thaman  said,  gazing  fixedly  at  my  feet 

None  but  Ashvatthaman  could  have  thought  <> 
able  skin  m  the  context  of  thorns  and  brambles  I  a  »  looked  at 
my  feet  They  were  pointed  like  an  arrowhead-and  this 

"  vS" ~ 

gently  flickering  arati,  'iTjhmw"  mdk  Her  feminine 

articles,  and  in  the  other  a  bowl  of  fres  Harshan  of 

outlook  considered  it  eminently  auspicious  j  j,,. 

the  Guru’s  son  first  thing  m  the  morning  Women 
invariably  pious  , ,  i.  „f  i^umkum  on 

Doing  the  arod  of  Ashvatthaman  p  ®  and  with 

his  forehead,  she  placed  four  grains  o  r  Ashvatthaman 

bhakti  offered  two  champak  flowers  a  holding  the  end 

stooped  quickly  and  picked  “P '*'®  prostrate  herself  at  his 

of  her  anchal  m  her  right  hand,  she  bent  to  prostra 

feet,  he  self-consciously  quickly  '“•’O®  ,  j  younger  to 

"Bhabhi-Ji.  do  you  not  wish  me  to  li 
you  ’’  He  shook  his  hand  Guru’s  son  You  are  a 

"You  are  younger  in  age,  but  yo  „  j  supported 

young  rishi  That  is  why  I  have  shraddha  for  > 

Vrishali’s  views  . -  Ashvatthaman  said  »ilh 

“No  matter  what,  I  cannot  accept  th  . 

equal  obduracy  „  nreent  the  milk’’”  • 

“If  not  the  shraddha,  you  offered  in  such  a 

his  nature  only  too  well  he  would  never  hom  p 

manner.  ,  ,  .q  him  Pushing 

Vnshah  handed  the  bowl  of  milk 
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You  were  born  to  forgive  your  enemies  That’s  your  greatness 
What  else  have  you  done  all  these  years'>” 

“This  talk  of  yours  about  the  forest-exile  of  the  Pandavas  is 
irrelevant  The  divine  yellow  garment  which  appeared  put  an  end 
to  the  gambling  incident — the  Pandavas  should  have  realised 
that  ” 

“They  should  have,  but  they  didn't  It's  difficult  to  know  what 
and  how  they  think,  because  they  didn’t  even  go  visit  Indraprastha 
for  a  darshan  of  their  mother  before  going  into  exile  In  fact, 
Arjuna  has  sent  express  instructions  to  his  mother  to  take 
Subhadra  and  Abhimanyu  with  her  and  go  to  Sri  Krishna  in 
Dvarika  Draupadi  has  sent  word  to  her  brother  Dhristadyumna  to 
shelter  her  five  sons  in  Panchala  Just  a  little  while  ago  the  entire 
Pandava  family  was  united  m  a  single  place — and  now  they  are 
completely  scattered  *’ 

“Ashvatthaman,  1  would  never  ask  anyone  else,  but  can  1  ask 
you  one  very  vital  question‘d” 

“Ask  ’  Fine  lines  creased  his  forehead,  as  he  wondered  what  I 
might  be  asking 

“If  I  were  to  drive  like  the  wind  itself  and  ask  Draupadi’s 
forgiveness  with  a  sincere  heart,  would  the  Pandavas  agree  to 
return'd” 

“Impossible  The  decisions  of  heroes  are  like  shot  arrows  Leave 
aside  you— even  if  Grandsire  Bhishma  rubs  his  nose  at  their  feet, 
they  wjU  not  return  Don’t  they  say  preventtoD  is  preferable  to 
cure'd  But  did  anyone  ever  think  of  prevention  when  dealing  with 
the  Pandavas'd  Neither  Grandsire  Bhishma,  nor  the  Maharaja,  nor 
the  Acharya — not  even  my  own  father  The  birds  have  flown  to 
the  four  quarters — and  decided  not  to  return  to  their  nest  ” 

“So  what  IS  to  be  done'd”  1  was  frightened  by  his  analogy  of  the 
nest-abandonmg  birds 

“Nothing  Just  face  the  facts  as  they  come  That’s  all  ”  Raising 
his  chin,  he  tightened  the  cloth  round  his  head 

Why  do  you  have  this  cloth  around  your  head  all  the  nmc'd  For  an 
instant  I  thought  I  would  ask  him,  but  I  thought  better  of  it, 
thinking  it  would  not  be  polite 

“1  had  another  strange  expenence  today,”  he  said,  tightening 
the  knot 

“What'd” 
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Arjuna’s  neck  m  the  arena  Someone  could  have  courageously 
interrupted  the  s\ayam\ara  and  stopped  me  from  getting  insulted 
Someone  could  have  stopped  the  pointless  shameful  treatment  of 
Draupadi  in  the  assembly  Even  the  forest-exile  of  the  Pandavas 
could  have  been  stopped  with  determination  But  but  there  was 
no  one  who  stepped  forward  All  these  things  happened  as  if  they 
were  moving  on  a  special  road  leading  to  a  special  destination 
And  it  was  not  possible  to  deviate  from  that  special  road  now 
According  to  Ashvatthaman,  there  was  only  one  way  out— face 
bravely  everything  as  it  comes  So  I  tned  to  collect  my  mind  as  best 
as  I  could  But  the  threads  of  my  mind  were  all  scattered  It  wasn  t 
just  one  sorrow  that  I  had  After  a  single  heavy  downpour  at  the 
ascendancy  of  the  Deer  Constellation,  thousands  of  seedlings  ^tart 
sprouting,  so  my  sorrows  were  endless,  uncountable 

incidents  questioning  seedlings  raising  their  heads  ut  a 

to  remain  silent  I  was  so  hemmed  in  by  problems  that  I  i  no 
have  even  the  time  to  think  clearly  The  affection 
dhana  had  for  me  had  developed  into  a  blind  faith  ^  J'"  . 

enough  that  he  would  be  the  only  one  at  my  side  even  if 
were  to  end-and  I  at  his  Anyone  else  1  could  have  foisaken  but 
It  was  inconceivable  even  to  think  of  leaving  im 
constant  hope  that  Duryodhana  would  effect  a  c  a  g  _ 
thoughts,  nature,  and  behaviour — before  time  ran 

But  nature  isn’t  like  a  chanot  horse,  which  you  can  substit 

^fnumb  I  was  afraid  that  I  wouW  be  d"™" 
future  that  I  visualised  for  myself— with  the  resu  .  por 

felt  that  I  should  go  ahead  and  crack  nf  oessimism  Peace 

the  first  time  I  was  assailed  by  the  black  bir  P  company 
for  a  mind  suffocated  in  this  manner  can  come 
of  dancmg-girls  and  in  the  ™  Kama  had  once 

such  a  course  was  the  only  one  open  for  .j _ and  now  he 

passed  his  days  like  a  royal  swan  ^  t  of  drunkenness 

had  to  hide  his  head  like  a  crow  in  the  P  have 

Kama  who  absorbed  solar  radiance  with  i  ’  extinguish  the 
to  close  them  and  indulge  in  soma-rasa  "  ,n  his 

fue  m  his  mind,  he  would  have  ^  ooen  eyes,  he  was 

stomach  Instead  of  seeing  the  dark  clear  y  ^  ,|,at 

going  ,o  lose  his  besotted  self  m  the  darkness  of  his  m 
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knotted  cloth  under  his  chin  with  his  left  hand,  he  started  drinking 
the  milk  As  he  did  so,  a  gram  of  rice  slipped  from  his  head  and 
plopped  inside  the  foaming  bowl  Transferring  the  bowl  to  his  left 
hand,  he  tried  a  few  times  with  his  right  hand  to  retneve  the  nee 
gram  A  fleck  of  foam  with  the  nee  gram  m  it  flicked  off  his  finger 
on  to  the  floor 

That  fleck  of  milky  foam  made  me  suddenly  think  of  Radha- 
mata  My  body,  my  fame,  my  fortitude — they  had  all  been  nour¬ 
ished  on  her  milk  But  last  night,  in  my  strange  state  of  mind,  I  had 
gone  to  the  Ganga’s  bank  and  forgotten  to  massage  her  soles  with 
sandalwood  oil  It  was  essential  that  I  have  her  darshan  now 
There  are  many  temples  dedicated  to  the  supremely  auspicious 
emotion  of  mother  love,  but  a  mother  is  the  ultimate  pilgnmage- 
spot 

“I  shall  leave  you  now,  Ashvatthaman  You  stay  back  ”  Saying 
this,  I  turned  towards  the  door 

“I  shall  be  leaving  too  It’s  the  night  of  the  dark  moon  today  I 
have  to  sit  at  the  yajna  pit  and  chant  the  Maha-mntyunjaya 
mantra  ’  He  rose 

Both  of  us  left  together 
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I  could  hardly  believe  that  the  Pandavas  had  left  and  gone  into 
forest  exile  But  the  truth  is  always  different  from  what  appears  to 
be  true  They  had  indeed  left  Like  a  snake  sloughing  off  its 
shining  skin  and  smoothly  shthenng  far  away,  they  had  left  their 
capital  Indraprastha,  a  city  made  prosperous  by  their  world 
conquest  The  sloughed  off  skin  is  discarded  in  its  entirety,  similar¬ 
ly  they  had  left  their  entire  kingdom  behind  They  had  not  taken 
with  them  anything  out  of  the  hoard  of  gems,  rubies,  pearls, 
corals  emeralds,  topazes,  diamonds,  blue  sapphires,  onyxes,  cry 
stals,  lapis  lazuli,  gold,  cows,  and  maids  and  servants  In  fact,  they 
even  took  off  their  royal  robes  and  left  them  behind  According  to 
Ashvatthaman,  they  had  departed  on  foot 

Life  had  taught  me  that  some  incidents  are  unalterable  Simul¬ 
taneously  It  was  also  true  that  some  consequences  could  be 
a\crtcd  But  to  do  that  one  had  to  make  a  determined  effort  It 
was  perfectly  within  the  realm  of  possibility  for  someone  to  step 
forward  and  prevent  the  garland  from  being  placed  round 
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“Who  IS  It'’”  I  turned  quickly  My  body  was  twitching  like  the 
hide  of  a  bull 

“Me  ”  It  was  Uncle  Sanjay  I  recalled  what  he  had  once  told  me 
about  pedigreed  horses  “A  pedigreed  horse  never  sits  on  the 
ground  ’’ 

“Unclet  You'’”  I  said,  surprised  1  didn’t  know  what  else  to  say 
Clever  Prabhanjana  seized  this  opportunity  to  remove  the  strong 
smell  of  the  soma-rasa  by  overturning  near  the  mirror  a  bottle  of 
the  essence  of  fragrant  surpannaga  flowers  The  smell  of  the  wine 
vanished  as  if  by  magic,  only  the  flower  fragrance  pervaded  the 
room  His  words  echoed  in  the  whorls  of  my  ears  A  pedigreed 
horse  never  sits  on  the  ground  ” 

“Why'’  Surpnsed  to  see  me'’  Kama  may  be  the  Raja  of  Anga  to 
the  rest  of  the  world,  but  to  me  he  is  Kama,  the  son  of  Adhiratha 
Or  have  you  forgotten’’”  he  asked,  sitting  down  He  gazed  intently 
into  my  eyes  ..  ... 

“No  It  can  never  be  ”  1  stooped  and  respectfully  touched  his 
feet  , 

“Even  more  surpnsing  than  my  arrival  here  is  the  amva  o  a 
remarkable  person  in  Hastinapura  I  have  come  to  warn  you 
cautious  about  him  ”  ,  „  .  l.j 

“Who  IS  It*?"  I  asked  cunously  Could  it  be  that  Knshna 
come  from  Dvanka  after  learning  about  the  forest*exil 
Pandavas*^ 

“Rishi  Durvasas,”  Uncle  Sanjay  said  calmly 
I  wasn’t  surpnsed  Why  should  I  be  surpnse  „  . 

Hadn’t  I  seen  many  such  amvals  of  rishis  i 

Durvasas  was  only  one  among  many  »,ther  the 

“Raja  of  Anga,  Durvasas’  coming  here  will  spe  either  he 
doom  or  the  salvation  of  anyone  m  whose  house  he  stays  So 
best  to  put  him  off  That’s  why  I’ve  come  to  cauti  y 
“TheLth  IS.  I  have  no  desire  these  days  to  meet  anyone 
does  Durvasas  come  into  the  picture’  But,  Uncle,  I  have 
the  truth  or  otherwise  of  one  statement  o  yours  . 

“Which  statement'^”  He  lifted  his  impressive  forehead 

asked  this  ..  ,  ,c  ncpless  for 

“Is  It  true  that  a  horse  that  sleeps  with  one  leg 
long  journeys'^”  ^  ctnhies  of  Hastina- 

“Yes  But  there’s  no  such  horse  in  the  y 
Pura  Or  if  there  is,  I  don’t  know  about  it 
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darkness  no  one  would  label  him  as  the  son  of  a  chanoteer  “You 
were  wrong’  You  are  low-bom'”—no  one  would  shoot  such 
arrow-words  at  him 

So  I  ordered  a  maid  to  summon  Prabhanjana  Because  of  Duryo- 
dhana,  he  could  be  trusted  fully 

Prabhanjana  arnved  in  a  short  time  A  thin  line  of  surprise 
creased  his  forehead  This  was  the  first  time  I  had  summoned  him 
“Prabhanjana,  get  me  soma-rasa  Immediately’  Go  ”  My  back 
was  turned  as  I  ordered  him  I  did  not  want  to  see  his  thick 
eyebrows  raised  questioningly 

Thinking  he  had  left  m  order  to  do  the  job,  I  turned,  but  I  saw 
him  standing,  stubbornly,  head  bowed — and  I  became  fiinous 
“Prabhanjana’  Didn’t  you  hear  what  I  said*^”  I  shduted  at  him 
“Maharaja  You  too  ”  His  head  remained  bowed 
“Prabhanjana,  I  want  soma-rasa,  not  advice  A  servant  cames 
out  orders — or  have  you  forgotten  that‘>” 

He  left,  bowing,  like  an  elephant  tied  with  heavy  chains 
A  little  later  a  maid  entered  the  palace,  carrying  soma-rasa 
Placing  It  on  a  centre  table,  she  stood  thwe,  covering  her  face  I 
felt  insulted  by  this  impertinent  behaviour  of  Prabhanjana  Was 
even  a  low-caste  servant  going  to  instruct  me  on  what  I  should  be 
doing‘s 

“Go’  Send  him  back,”  I  shouted  at  the  maid 
Prabhanjana  returned,  looking  helpless 
“Prabhanjana’  Fill  the  bowl  with  soma-rasa  Your  name  means 
Rum  and  Destruction,  but  there’s  a  fiercer  rum  and  destruction 
raging  in  my  mind  nght  now  You  you  are  the  only  one  worthy 
to  fill  the  bowl  ” 

With  lowered  head  he  filled  a  bowl  and  brought  it  to  me  I  held 
It  firmly  As  I  looked  into  the  brimming  contents,  I-  saw  in¬ 
numerable  faces — of  Radha  mata,  Vnshali,  Shon,  Supnya, 
Saiyasena,  Meghamala,  Pushpavati,  Ashvatthaman  and 
Draupadi  But  their  fleeting  faces  did  not  make  me  waver  in  my 
decision  After  all,  even  to  waver  requires  conscience 

The  heady  smell  of  wine  numbed  my  nostnls  as  I  brought  the 
bowl  close  to  my  lips  For  an  instant  I  thought  I  saw  the  disc  of  the 
sun  reflected  in  the  bowl  Still  I  placed  the  bowl  to  my  lips  and 
closed  my  eyes 

“Raja  of  Anga’“  1  heard  someone  call  as  he  entered 

The  proximity  of  the  voice  startled  me  and  the  bowl  slipped 
from  my  hands  and  fell  on  the  floor,  spilling  the  wine 
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was  this  orthodoxy  entirely  free  from  blame?  Were  the  blind 
monarch  Dhritarashtra  and  Maharani  Gandhari  Devi  free  from 
orthodox  restrictions,  either?  And  who  was  so  wise  as  to  say  that 
Maharani  Kunti  Devi  was  in  any  way  different — she  who  had  not 
been  able  to  provide  the  proper  guidance  to  her  sons?  No  one 
could  say  how  many  other  reasons — reasons  of  which  I  was  not 
aware — were  at  the  back  of  this  fearful  truth? 

But...  but  everyone  pointed  fingers  at  only  Kama.  He  was 
visible  for  all  to  see.  I  knew  only  too  well  that  I  wasn’t  totally 
blameless.  But  there  was  at  least  a  reason  behind  my  wrong 
behaviour.  My  actions  were  invariably  sharp  reactions,  as  ere 
anyone  else  in  the  capital  who  could  come  forward  wit  sue  a 
justification?  Not  one.  I  didn’t  even  want  to  say  ^ 

didn’t  do  it!”  to  the  blustering  accusers  who  declared  that  I  was  the 
prime  mover  and  fomenter  of  the  Kaurava-Pan  ava  con  i 
knew  that  no  one  was  entirely  innocent  in  this  . 

The  Kauravas  and  Pandavas  were  no  more  o  each 

other’s  welfare.  That  one  incident  in  ^ 

produced  more  bitterness  between  th® nf  Mathura  What 
ween  Jarasandha  of  Magadha  and  Sri  Knshna  ■ 

was  my  role7  The  more  I  though,  of  had 

“the  hundred  and  first  Kaurava  ,  a  J  fearful  truth 

announced.  It  was  my  duty  not  to  run  away  ro 
of  life,  not  even  from  death.  I  had  I  was 

sequences  of  the  shameful  treatment  I  could  not 

readying  my  mind  for  ^  yidura!  Guru  Drona, 

look  up  to  Grandsire  Bhishma,  ^  .  ouryodhana.  Sub- 

Ashvatthaman,  Vrishavarman,  not  e  _}.iincle  Shakuni.  Far- 
consciously  I  looked  up  to  only  one  penon  jungle  of 

seeing  people  like  Uncle  Shakuni  are  nee  .:n„s  to  be  cunning 
politics';  M  firs.  I  though.  Uncle  Shakuni  s  ac'mnj 
and  cruel.  There  are  certain  ®  -  j  oppose  e\cr^ 

cherished  body  and  soul — thinking  i  »  .  j  come  to 

political  manoeuvre  of  his.  for  his  own 

believe  that  only  that  person  wTio  uses  ^  „„  ,o  Uncle 

benefit  can  hold  the  reins  of  the  world.  1  warn  f 
Shakuni  that  I  was  capable  of  even  b’®  Unde  Shakuni's  tunc: 
Till  now  Duryodhana  had  been  singing 

now  he  would  dance  to  mine.  .h.rishcd  and  parroted 

Fate  had  crushed  the  Kama  who  always  chensne 
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I  glanced  casually  at  my  feet  I  had  not  found  an  answer  to  the 
question  of  why  they  were  so  pointed  at  the  tips 

15 


That  single  incident  in  the  assembly  hall  made  me  lose  faith  in 
truth  and  idealism  What  Vnshah  bad  told  me  about  Draupadi’s 
feelings  for  me  further  undermined  that  faith  Whether  from 
doubt  and  confusion,  or  from  the  passion  of  a  burning  mind,  I  had 
reached  the  nadir  of  my  meanness  by  insulting  Draupadi  That  was 
my  first  moral  fall  No  one  now  could  stop  the  consequences, 
which  meant  enmity  with  the  Pandavas,  a  never-ending  acrimoni¬ 
ous  hostility  What  Ashvatthaman  had  said  was  true  The  birds 
had  flown  the  nest  in  all  the  four  directions  They  would  now  fly 
wherever  their  wings  took  them 
No  matter  how  loudly  anyone  tned  to  pm  the  blame  for  this  on 
my  head,  my  conscience  was  clear  on  one  point — I  was  not  the 
only  one  responsible  for  the  enmity  that  had  resulted  1  didn’t  want 
to  justify  myself,  because  truth  doesn’t  really  need  justification 
But  what  was  the  truth*^ 

From  childhood,  the  Kauravas,  the  Pandavas,  and  I — wasn’t 
Guru  Drona  equally  responsible  for  failing  to  guess  their  feelings 
correctly*’  Wasn’t  self-loving  Arjuna  also  to  blame'’  As  for  Bhima, 
who  could  never  control  his  tongue — didn’t  he  have  a  hand  m  it 
too'’  And  what  about  Bhishma  who,  though  a  strong  personality, 
was  never  really  fair  and  just — ^wasn’t  he  also  responsible'’  How 
was  It  possible  to  exculpate  Acharya  Vidura  who  from  a  safe 
distance  sweetly  preached  the  wisdom  of  the  Vedas  and  the  mean¬ 
ing  of  life'’  And  who  could  say  that  Uncle  Shakuni  had  no  hand  in 
It  either,  who  under  cover  of  politics  played  a  dirty  game  of  dice*’ 
And  what  about  Yudhishthira*’  Yudhishthira  who,  under  the 
beneficial  tutelage  of  supremely  wise  Sn  Krishna,  believed  that 
dharma,  truth,  virtue,  discipline  and  other  special  qualities  were 
all  his  inherited  private  property,  Yudhishthira  who  was  repeated¬ 
ly  extolled  sky-high  by  nshis  and  hermits  as  great  and  holy, 
Yudhishthira  who  became  a  pawn  in  the  dice  game — was  he 
entirely  innocent*’  And  what  about  the  social  orthodoxy  which 
made  conveniion-ndden  Draupadi  heap  flaming  embers  on  my 
young,  passionate  head  by  saying,  “I  will  never  be  the  daughter-m- 
law  of  a  charioteer — Kama  cannot  take  part  in  this  svayamvara" 
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time  ”  There  seemed  to  be  more  to  his  words  than  their  brevity 
and  indistinctness — which  was  to  be  expected  of  a  temperamental 
person  It  did  occur  to  me  that  I  should  perhaps  bow  to  him,  but 
Kama  was  not  the  type  to  prostrate  himself  before  a  whimsical 
man  So  I  stood  my  ground 

Duryodhana  asked  him  for  a  list  of  essential  needs,  which  would 
be  sent  to  the  palace  We  emerged  from  the  thatched  hut,  Duryo¬ 
dhana  deep  in  thought  He  was  confused  over  what  Rishi  Durvasas 
had  said  about  me  and  my  friendship  with  him 
on  his  shoulder  as  we  walked  back,  1  said,  °  '  .  . 

smeared  rishi  to  pass  judgment  on  our  friendship  °  ^  , 

your  friendship  is  as  trivial  as  water  in  a  beggar  s  ow 
arises,  I  am  ready  to  sacrifice  even  my  vcu 

armour  before  I  break  the  eternal  vow  of  friendship  I  m  y 

with  the  Sun-God  as  witness  ”  ,  .  ,  -hniit  vour 

“No,  Kama,  I  don’t  have  even  a  n/-seed 

promise  I  have  never  even  thought  of  it  over  the 

Pandavas  will  return  after  fourteen  years,  s  i 

'  Yo.  -  »p 

’."r  "sss".-  ■  k""  ■  " 

“What  plan’”  n,.rvasas  to  fall  on  the  head  of 

“1  want  the  fierce  hidden  anyone  with  no 

the  Pandavas  I  am  not  such  a  foo 

purpose”  cnHavas’ Do  you  think  you  can 

“What  can  Durvasas  do  to  the  Pand  ,nscnarably  united’  1 
uproot  with  a  dry  stick  five  ^Lnjj  ,t’s  too  silly  " 

don’t  know  what  you  are  getting  at  thatched  hut  of  the 

“No,  It’s  not  silly  Durvasas  will  disciples 

Pandavas  in  the  Dvaita  forest  wit  '  ,  nd  serve  meals  to 
The  Pandavas  will  have  to  provide  forest-dwelling 

all  of  them  when  they  ,h°c  provisions  in  that  desolate 

Where  do  you  think  they  will  get  a" P‘  ,  ^  fatal  curse  on 
forest’  And  so,  this  fiery  nsh.  will  angnly  cast 
them  What  do  you  think’"  .  j  f^jj  ,s  that  this  is 

“Duryodhana,  say  what  you  j^^as.  if  that  is  your  aim 

just  the  perfect  time  to  destroy  the  jurpose 

The  gloiV  of  the  Pandavas  is  now  at  a 
allack— and  they'll  be  wiped  out  lor  eve 
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ideals  and  principles,  and  had  wrapped  his  body  tightly  with  the 
clothes  heaped  in  the  assembly  hall  Downfall— let  it  come  once  or 
a  hundred  times — it’s  the  same 

16 


The  respected  nshi  Durvasas  had  arnved  in  Hastinapura  No 
one  had  the  courage  to  approach  him  because  he  had  a  notoriously 
bad  temper  and  he  was  known  to  be  whimsical  But  Raja  Duryo- 
dhana  personally  served  Durvasas  with  great  dedication  He 
probably  did  not  serve  his  own  parents  so  devotedly  I  also  wanted 
to  meet  rishi  Durvasas  I  wanted  to  find  out  the  significance  of  the 
mural  on  the  palace  wall  of  Indraprastha  But  I  didn’t  want  to 
approach  him  on  my  own  In  fact,  I  was  not  very  keen  on  meeting 
anyone  except  Duryodhana 

I  got  my  opportunity  one  day,  as  a  result  of  Duryodhana’s 
insistence  With  his  total  dedication  he  had  succeeded  in  mellow¬ 
ing  the  volcanic  Durvasas  into  a  gentle  flame  The  pettily  irascible 
Durvasas  showed  affection  for  Duryodhana  It  was  a  great  wonder 
how  Duryodhana’s  magic  had  transformed  Durvasas  in  such  a 
short  time  One  day,  at  his  request,  I  accompanied  him  to  the 
thatched  hut  of  the  rishi  on  the  bank  of  the  Ganga  I  had  resolved 
not  to  say  a  word  on  my  behalf 
When  we  reached,  we  found  him  meditating  in  the  lotus  posture 
on  a  tiger-skin  I  never  could  understand  why  people  were  so  awed 
by  his  skinny,  twig  like,  emaciated  body  After  some  time  he 
opened  his  eyes  Duryodhana  stepped  forward  with  alacnty  and 
touched  the  nshi's  feet  with  his  head  So^Duryodhana  also  bows 
his  head  before  someone' — 1  saw  this  surprising  truth  enacted  for 
the  first  time  in  front  of  me 

It  was  Duryodhana  who  did  the  head-obeisance,  but  his  eyes 
were  focused  on  me  all  the  time  It  was  only  by  looking  at  his  eyes 
that  I  could  realise  what  potential  there  was  in  his  frame  They 
shone  with  the  steady  glow  of  topazes  in  the  light  of  the  sun 

“Kama  ’’  A  single  word  slipped  from  his  lips  like  the  twang  of  a 
bow 

“Yes,  Kama  My  closest  fnend,  Kama  the  Raja  of  Anga,” 
Duryodhana  rose  and  replied 

“Your  friend’’  The  Raja  of  Anga’  Raja,  he  is  no  one’s  friend 
Nor  is  he  the  Raja  of  Anga  He  is  plain  Kama  The  whole  world 
knows  him  as  Kama,  and  will  know  him  as  Kama  till  the  end  of 
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After  two  months  in  Hastinapura,  Rishi  Durvasas  left  In  this 
period  he  talked  freely  with  just  two  people — Duryodhana  and 
Ashvatthaman  I  did  not  visit  the  thatched  hut  of  that  strange  nshi 
again  But  I  did  take  his  advice  and,  without  fail,  each  morning 
before  sunrise  I  sipped  the  gold-dust  water  The  performance  of 
the  arghya  offering,  which  had  been  in  abeyance,  was  thus 


resolved 

On  instructions  from  Duryodhana,  Prabhanjana  followe 
Durvasas  to  the  forest  of  Dvaita  Accompanied  by  thousands  o 
his  disciples  from  his  ashrams  in  the  hills  of  Riksha  Kanyaka  and 
Himalaya,  Rishi  Durvasas  arnved  near  the  thatched  dwelling  o 
the  Pandavas  in  Dvaita  The  least  inadequacy  in  the  provision  of 
meals  would  send  him  into  a  typical  towering  rage  and  he  wou 
shake  his  matted  locks  and  curse  the  hermit-hke  Pandavas  And 
Prabhanjana  would  keep  a  close  watch  and  report  entire 
proceedings  by  swift  horse  to  Duryodhana  I  had  no  interest, 
however,  in  all  these  plans  of  Duryodhana  KAsrto 

The  Pandavas'  The  word  whistled  in  my  brain  I  ^0“^" 
see  Duryodhana  losing  his  patience  and  in  such  a  piti 
t.on  as  a  result  of  the  mere  ex.stenee  of  the  Pandavas  •  to  to 
him  from  the  suffocating  noose  which  seemed  o  8"P  ^ 

dhana  and  Kama  had  become  two  sides  of  the 
come  to  Duryodhana’s  aid  with  one  aim  in  mind-either  Kama 

would  remain  alive,  or  the  Pandavas  „rtnth  He  had 

Prabhanjana  returned  to  the  capital 
tailed  Durvasas  and  his  disciples  and ,vith  all  his 
Travelling  through  the  vanous  dwelling  of  the 

disciples,  the  respected  "shl  arrived  at  ,1,^ 

Pandavas  m  fifteen  days  That  impossibl 

Pandavas  by  demanding  all  a  miraculous  thd, 

his  stay-but  his  designs  wert  f™*'”  ^  of  food  by  itself 
Draupadi  had  a  thali  that  produced  fcmaincd  full 

Even  after  satisfying  the  hunger  ol  a  ,  been 

Prabhanjana  concluded  his  report  by  sayn  ®  ,  leasing  for  the 

presented  by  the  Sun  God  to  ®',Xnous  Lu  and. 

Himalaya,  Durvas.is  paid  homaso  “  ^  eranimg  them  a 

instead  of  eursing,  he  blessed  <hc  P  ,, a  m  please  Duryodhana 

boon  The  maha-nshi  Durvasas  had  faded  to  please  u 
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“That’s  the  last  resort  Come  Durvasas  looks  enormously 
pleased  today  We  can  get  his  word  today  as  we  would  like  it  ”  He 
took  me  by  my  hand  and  we  turned  again  to  the  direction  of  the 
temperamental  nshi’s  hut 

Entenng,  he  bowed,  and  stood  with  joined  palms  m  front  of 
Durvasas 

“WelP  Why  are  you  back  again’^  What  do  you  want‘d”  The  nshi 
asked,  raising  his  eyebrows 
“Gurudeva,  a  prayer  ” 

“Prayer’’  What  for’’  Ask  a  boon*” 

“If  you  are  pleased  with  me,  I  have  only  one  desire  please  stay 
here  as  long  as  it  pleases  you,  after  which,  before  you  return  to  the 
Himalayas,  deign  to  stay  with  the  Pandavas  with  all  your  disciples 
for  a  week  in  the  Dvaita-forest  ” 

“Only  that'’  Arre,  why  a  week,  I  can  stay  a  whole  half  of  a  lunar 
month  ” 

Duryodhana  laughed  Bowing,  he  prepared  to  leave  I  moved  to 
make  way  for  him  This  action  made  me  come  in  Durvasas’  field  of 
vision 

“Speak  up,  Kama  What  do  you  want'’”  Again  his  eyebrows 
lifted 

“Nothing  ”  I  said  this  softly,  as  i  followed  Duryodhana  out, 
bowing  under  the  low  door-arch  But  a  loud,  commanding  voice 
could  be  heard  from  behind  “Kama*”  Duryodhana  motioned  to 
■wft’n  Vns  ’mmd  to  go  tnside  ^  didn’t  want  to,  'out  out  of  respect 
for  his  wish  1  did  so 

“Kama,  listen  carefully  to  all  that  I  say  These  days  you  are 
neglecting  to  offer  arghya  to  the  Sun-God  Be  warned  Every  night 
fill  water  in  a  bowl — place  all  types  of  lotuses  in  it— every  morning 
sprinkle  gold  dust  in  that  lotus-water — and  dnnk  it  religiously 
without  fail  ” 

Greatly  amazed,  I  left  the  thatched  hut  How  did  this  penance- 
performing  nshi  get  to  know  that  1  was  neglecting  my  arghya'^ 
Indeed,  how  did  he  know  that  I  performed  arghya  at  alP  How  long 
will  these  mystenes  dance  round  me  hand  in  hand*’  Was  there  no 
other  wamor  in  the  city  they  could  pick’’  Why  did  that  big  bearded 
nshi  have  to  choose  me  of  all  people  to  advise  on  the  mystery  of 
the  gold  dust  water'’  Why  didn’t  he  choose  Duryodhana'’ 
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Kauravas  as  my  witness,  I  will  today  reveal  an  important  secret  I 
say  this  m  front  of  Grandsire  Bhishma,  the  chief  advisor  Uncle 
Vidura,  the  Maharaja  and  the  Maharani,  Gurudeva  Drona  and 
Ashvatthaman,  the  Raja-of-Anga  Kama,  brave  Shon,  Uncle 
^hakuni,  skilled-m-statecraft  Kanaka  and  others  The  Pandavas 
are  not  the  legitimate  sons  of  Maharaja  Pandu  Let  me  tell  you 
what  the  terrible  curse  was  that  made  the  world-conquenng 
Maharaja  Pandu  leave  Hastinapura  in  fear  and  retire  to  the  forest 
Let  the  whole  assembly  listen  to  it  again  That  curse  was  ing, 
when  you  seek  lustful  union  with  your  wife,  you  will 
agony  like  me  ’  How  was  it  possible  then  for  the  Queen  Mother 
Kunti  to  have  sons’  Is  there  anyone  in  this  assembly  who  is  wiling 
to  accept  this  burning  falsehood’  The  Pandavas  are  the  i  legmmate 
sons  of  Kunti  and  Madn  They  proclaim  their  n^t  over  ® 
of  Hastinapura — but  are  you  ready  to  accept  their  c 
who  felt  sorry  for  the  Pandavas  when  they  lost  t  ®  ^ 

forget  that  they  do  not  have  the  nght  to  set  up  g 
Indraprastha  in  the  Khandava  forest  It  is  an  aee-old 

serve  m  the  palace  even  as  dootkeepers-i  '  ^n- 

sanctity  of  the  throne  which  has  been  maintain  y  |,le, 

fice  of  blood  Tell  me  Should  1,  simply  thfs^kmg- 

bow  my  head  before  the  Pandavas  and  of  .  forest’  So 

dom  or  the  kingdom  of  Indraprastha  m  sJioulder 

long  as  a  warrior  like  the  Raja-of-Ang  ■  ^ 

the  burden  of  the  entire  sky,  is  on  our  si  , 
be  for  the  Kauravas  to  fear  the  Pandavas’  ‘ 
deny  them  the  very  name  ‘Pandu  ,  ^  Kaunteyas,  sons 

the  memory  of  Maharaja  J  called  this  asscmbl) 

Of  Kunti,  and  Madreyas,  sons  of  Madr  pandavas  arc 

of  all  the  council  members  in  order  to  Kauravas' 

destroyed  before  it  is  too  late  'if  un,cyas  while  the)  arc 

Shouldn’t  you  take  steps  to  uproot  th  „  Waving  both 

still  isolated  and  resourceless’  You  will  know  best 
hands,  he  asked  this  question  „,mhers  stand  up.  as  it 

The  words  of  Duryodhana  made  al  and 

they  had  been  assaulted  with  maces  forest  of 

shouted.  "King,  show  us  the  road  tn.a  |„|aicd  No  pef 

Dvaita — right  now'  The  ^vaunlcyas  mus  Slackens  the 

son  will  be  allowed  to  stay  alive  m  ,(.«,unded  wilh  the 

saered  name  of  Maharaja  Pandu  The  hall 
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Listening  to  the  account  with  his  hands  clasped  behind  his  back, 
Duryodhana  paced  the  room  up  and  down  like  a  caged  tiger 
Raising  his  eyebrows,  he  shouted  at  his  dear  and  faithful  retainer, 
“Idiot’  You  dare  to  utter  such  displeasing  words  before  your  king' 
You  should  have  perished  by  fire  in  the  forest,  like  Purochana  ” 
Prabhanjana  started  trembling,  but  he  was  really  not  at  fault 
All  he  had  done  was  obey  instructions 

“Go,’  1  ordered  him  Head  bowed,  he  left,  upset 
I  stared  fixedly  at  confused  and  worried  Duryodhana  and  said, 
“Raja,  can  it  be  that  the  Pandavas  can  upset  you  so  much*^  In  that 
case,  why  not  call  a  meeting  of  the  royal  council  and  attack  the 
Pandavas*^  Even  if  no  one  supports  you,  you  can  always  count  on 
me  Do  you  think  this  is  a  workable  plan‘d" 

“Raja  of  Anga,  I  know  very  well  there  is  only  one  warrior  in  all 
Hastinapura  who  can  face  the  Pandavas — who  is  as  firm  as  a 
golden  mountain,  who  has  the  chest  of  a  lion — and  that  is  Kama  ’’ 

“Then  why  do  you  weave  fanciful  imaginings  of  impossible 
things,  as  flimsy  as  semal  flufP” 

“You  will  never  understand  why  But  1  see  no  harm  in  your 
suggestion  to  call  an  assembly  of  the  Kaurava  council  in  order  to 
get  the  views  of  the  warriors  ” 

This  was  the  first  time  that  my  idea  had  been  acted  upon  But 
one  thought  continued  to  puzzle  me  even  after  I  had  left 
Duryodhana  What  was  the  divine  bhakti  that  Draupadi  offered  to 
the  Sun-God  that  made  him  gift  her  the  miraculous  thalO  If  I  could 
get  to  know  the  secret,  I  would  assiduously  follow  m  her  foot¬ 
steps — not  to  obtain  any  thali,  not  even  to  obtain  arms  and  wea¬ 
pons,  but  to  come  closer  to  my  path-showing  guru,  in  order  to 
make  my  life  more  and  more  radiant 

18 


As  planned,  Duryodhana  summoned  the  royal  council  Each 
member  was  going  to  be  carefully  scrutinised  at  this  meeting  The 
aim  was  to  decide  how  long  the  unbnding  game  of  hide-and-seek 
with  the  Pandavas  was  going  to  be  played 

As  soon  as  the  hail  was  full,  the  chief  minister  announced  the 
purpose  Then  rose  Duryodhana,  raising  his  clenched  fist,  he  said, 
“No  matter  what  happens,  the  Pandavas  cannot  lay  a  finger  on  the 
throne  of  the  Kauravas  With  the  ancient,  sacred  throne  of  the 
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Kauravas  as  my  witness,  I  will  today  reveal  an  important  secret  I 
say  this  m  front  of  Grandsire  Bhishma,  the  chief  advisor  Uncle 
Vidura,  the  Maharaja  and  the  Maharam,  Gurudeva  Drona  and 
Ashvatthaman,  the  Raja-of-Anga  Kama,  brave  Shon,  Uncle 
^hakuni,  skilled-m-statecraft  Kanaka  and  others  The  Pandavas 
are  not  the  legitimate  sons  of  Maharaja  Pandu  Let  me  tell  you 
what  the  terrible  curse  was  that  made  the  world-conquenng 
Maharaja  Pandu  leave  Hastinapura  in  fear  and  retire  to  the  forest 
Let  the  whole  assembly  listen  to  it  again  That  curse  was  ‘King, 
when  you  seek  lustful  union  with  your  wife,  you  will  perish  in 
agony  like  me  ’  How  was  it  possible  then  for  the  Queen  Mother 
Kunti  to  have  sons’  Is  there  anyone  in  this  assembly  who  is  willing 
to  accept  this  burning  falsehood’  The  Pandavas  are  the  i  legiUmate 

tor  wh..  tb.>  toll  111"  rare, 

wno  teit  sorry  tor  in  ^  Jcmgdom  of 

forget  that  they  do  j  est  It  is  an  insult  to  let  them 

Indraprastha  m  the  5_„  ^ 

serve  in  the  palace  e’S"  been  maintained  by  heroic  sacn- 

sanctity  of  the  throne  which  h 

fice  of  blood  Tell  me  Should  I.mp^y  balf  this  king- 

bow  my  head  before  ^  ,ba  m  the  Khandava  forest’  So 
dom  or  the  kingdom  of  Ind  P  ^  Kama,  who  can  shoulder 
long  as  a  warnor  like  the  Kaj  -  „I,al  reason  can  there 

the  burden  of  the  entire  sky,  is  p^j^jjavas’  I  will  go  so  far  as  to 
be  for  the  Kauravas  to  fear  m  by  doing  so  we  insult 

deny  them  the  very  name  an  Kaunlcyas,  sons 

the  memory  of  Maharaja  Pan  j  ha>e  called  this  assembly 

of  Kunti,  and  Madreyas,  sons  oi  (he  Pandavas  arc 

of  all  the  council  members  m  \vornors  of  the  Kauravas* 

destroyed  before  it  is  loo  Kaunic>as  while  they  arc 

Shouldn't  you  take  steps  to  p  best  Waving  both 

still  isolated  and  rcsourcclcss 

hands,  he  asked  this  q')""'’"  j,.  aij  ihc  members  up.  a,  „ 

The  words  of  Duryodhana  made  »  ,b  hand, 

they  had  been  ass.aulied  w.  h  m^"j  leads  >"  'h'  of 

shouted  “King,  show  us  the  annihiblcd  No  p^,. 

D,tla-righrnm,.  The  r.umnspura  who  hbekens 

son  will  be  allowed  lo  slay  aln^^'  .  t,.,  ball  resounded  w.ih  ih, 
sacred  name  of  Mah'imj* 
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passionate  declamations  of  those  present  Duryodhana’s  advice 
was  unanimously  accepted  This  was  the  first  time  Raja  Duryo- 
dhana  had  received  such  total  support 

“Wait*”  The  voice  twanged  like  an  arrow  thudding  on  stone 
Grandsire  Bhishma,  trembling,  snatched  the  royal  sceptre  from 
the  hand  of  Maharaja  Dhritarashtra  Once  before,  in  the  arena,  he 
had  taken  the  sceptre  in  his  hand  when  speaking  on  my  behalf 
The  same  energy  and  radiance  flamed  from  his  aged  body  There 
was  no  doubt  that  he  would  come  out  with  some  startling  piece  of 
wisdom  This  old  man,  who  had  such  affection  for  the  Pandavas, 
was  going  to  spoil  everything  Sceptre  in  hand,  the  old  patnarch 
released  his  sharp  wordy  arrows 
“Warriors  of  the  Kauravas'  The  allegations  that  Duryodhana 
has  been  making  in  this  hall  in  the  last  half  hour  are  such  as  have 
not  been  made  by  even  a  servant  or  a  maid  since  the  inception  of 
this  assembly  council  Maharani  Kunti  is  blameless  She  is  indeed 
the  finest  of  the  royal  ladies  who  were  named  by  Vikarna  in  this 
very  hall — Girija,  Sudakshina,  Tapati,  Nalini,  Draupadi  Not  just 
that — if  anyone  were  to  ask  me  today,  ‘Who  is  the  finest  hero  of 
the  Kauravas'^’  I  would  proudly  reply,  ‘Kunti’’ — the  reason  being 
that,  though  a  mere  woman,  she  has  borne  her  sufferings  with  a 
j  Himalayan  patience  that  I  fad  to  find  in  any  of  you  Therefore  I  am 
compelled  to  reveal  today  the  secret  regarding  the  Kuru  lineage 
which  I  have  kept  hidden  in  my  heart  so  long  I  am  sorry  that  I 
have  to  sprinkle  the  cool  water  of  this  truth  on  your  bubbling 
passions  Whose  kingdom  w  /t  that  Doryodhana  ts  rousing  you  to 
defend  and  protect*^  Who  are  its  rightful  heirs'^  The  hundred 
Kaurava  sons  of  Dhritarashtra*^  Or  the  five  sons  of  Pandu*^  Who 
should  get  the  kingdom*^  Who  has  the  right  to  sit  on  the  throne*^ 
Who  should  hold  this  royal  sceptre*^  Warriors  of  the  Kauravas’ 
You  whose  feats  make  all  Aryavarta  tremble’  You  will  be  shocked 
to  learn  that  the  only  person  who  has  the  right  to  occupy  the 
throne  which  your  ancestors  religiously  protected  is — ”  He  turned 
hts  white-haired  head  and  surveyed  the  entire  assembly 

Eagerness  gripped  them  all  Whose  name  was  he  going  to  utter‘d 
The  Kauravas  or  the  Pandavas*^ 

“ — neither  a  Kaurava  nor  a  Pandava  ” 

Breathless  anticipation  Straightening  my  back,  I  waited,  alert 
Why  was  my  body  covered  with  impenetrable  skin-armour  all 
Qvcr*^ — that  did  not  surprise  me  so  much  as  what  might  be  the  all- 
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uprooting  forthcoming  truth  Why  were  we  listening  to  this'’  How 
could  we  trust  it  was  true’  Of  course  the  speaker  was  Grandsire 
Bhishma  who  was  the  embodiment  of  Truth 

“Who  then  is  the  rightful  heir  of  the  Kurus'’”  Someone  courage¬ 
ously  interrupted  the  silence  in  the  hall 

“I  am  ”  Grandsire  Bhishma,  steadying  the  shaking  sceptre  in  his 
hand,  spoke  up,  he  looked  like  a  tall  peak  of  the  Himalayas  Each 
word  of  his  cascaded  thunderously  down — “Bhishma  who  stands 
in  front  of  you  is  the  last  of  the  Kauravas  who  still  hopes  to  find  a 
ray  of  light  m  this  confusion  The  Kauravas  and  Pandavas  are  not 
of  Kuru  lineage  Why  is  it  then  that  they  are  at  each  other’s  throats 
like  feuding  enemies  caught  in  a  generation-after-generation 
vendetta’’  I  am  saddened  trying  to  find  out  the  reason  'That  is 
why,  in  order  to  clarify  the  true  lineage  of  the  Kauravas,  I  stand 
here  with  a  burden  of  stones  on  my  head  Listen  carefully 
Dhritarashtra,  Pandu  and  Vidura  are  brothers  They  have  to 
same  father-Vyasa,  the  son  of  Parashara-though  it  is  true  that 
the  mothers  are  different  The  hundred  sons  of  Dhntarashtra,  who 
are  present  in  this  hall,  are  all  descendants  of  Vya^  So  is  Prince 

l‘.^:.Z:v:n  more  ..toning  truth  ^0^ 

not  five,  as  you  thin  j  ^j^ays  seen  him  from  his 

tortm^p'eTin  to"oils‘’:f  an  unfortunate  fate  I  have  always 

Kaurava  among  you  K  mnnuest  and  which  Dhntarashtra 
expanded  by  Pandu  s  j,,.  (.qually  divided  between  the 

administered  and  ^^tere  „  (,j|,ana  who  is  the  leader  of  the 
Kauravas  and  the  Pandav  _ace-wielder  should  at  least  keep 
Kauravas  and  an  him  His  guru  Balarama 

the  ideal  of  his  „„hout  taking  the  advice  of  his 

would  not  break  even  a  h  Pandavas  should  see 

brother  Sri  Knshna  Balarama  with  wide  open  eyes 

the  relationship  of  Sn  Kns  purjodhana-he 

And  Kama  nsc  to  the  highest  pinnacle  ofheasen 

too  should  show  his  ability  I 
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if  he  so  desires  No  member  of  this  assembly  should  forget  that  the 
Queen  Mother  Kunti  is  virtuous  and  that  her  sons  are  illustrious 
warriors  ”  Trembling  all  over,  Grandsire  Bhishma  sat  down 
No  one  was  interested  any  more  in  the  proceedings  of  the 
assembly  Finally  the  noble  advisor  Vidura,  the  chief  minister  and 
the  Maharaja  spoke,  but  nobody  was  so  composed  in  mmd  as  to 
listen  to  them  attentively  True,  the  astonishment  of  all  exceeded 
limits  seeing  Maharani  Gandhan  Devi  suddenly  stand  up  She 
somehow  managed  to  speak  one  sentence  ‘"Duryodhana,  come  to 
your  senses,  and  call  back  the  Pandavas  while  there  is  still  time  ” 
Then,  turning  her  bandaged  face  around  the  hall,  she  also  resumed 
her  seat 

The  meeting  dispersed  My  mind  kept  revolving  around  one 
idea  Who  was  the  “sixth  Pandava”  referred  to  by  Grandsire 
Bhishma*^  Supposing  a  reconciliation  between  the  Pandavas  and 
Kauravas  turned  out  to  be  impossible,  would  he  turn  up  suddenly 
and  help  out  his  brothers'^  Was  he  also  born  of  mantra  shakti,  like 
the  other  Pandavas*^  Was  he  an_extraordinary  person*^  If  I  had 
occasion  to  battle  him,  would  I  turn  out  the  weaker  one'^  How 
could  he  be  born  unfortunate"^  Who  would  describe  the  other 
Pandavas  as  fortunate,  anyway"^  My  mind  whirled  around  these 
queries  like  a  dry  leaf  The  Pandavas  and  the  Kauravas — not  one 
of  them  had  Kuru  blood  If  Grandsire  Bhishma  was  indeed  the  last 
Kaurava,  whose  throne  was  it"^ — this  question  had  become  even 
more  complex  Who  would  unravel  this  tangle"^  Stallions  of  doubt 
raced  in  the  courtyard  of  my  mind,  it  was  impossible  to  know 
which  to  stop  With  head  bowed,  with  heavy  steps  I  was  leaving 
behind  the  white  palace  courtyard  The  rays  of  the  setting  sun, 
falling  from  the  walls  of  the  palace  to  the  floor,  produced  strange 
colourful  patterns  One  end  of  my  shawl  had  slipped  from  my 
shoulder  and  trailed  behind  me  with  a  rustling  sound  The  other 
end  I  had  wrapped  lightly  round  my  wrist  as  I  made  my  way 
Nothing  seemed  to  make  sense  Why  do  someone’s  sorrows  evoke 
sympathetic  pain  in  others'^  What  kind  of  world  is  this"^ 

I  felt  a  tug  on  my  shawl  Thinking  it  had  caught  somewhere,  I 
turned  hoping  to  pull  it  free  It  was  Ashvatthaman,  holding  on 
tightlv  to  my  shawl’s  end  Seeing  me,  he  smiled  I  was  surprised 
Why  hadn’t  the  incidents  in  the  hall  a  few  minutes  ago  left  any 
impression  on  his  mind"^ 

•  What  thoughts  are  you  lost  in  now'^”  he  asked  affectionately. 
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as  always,  as  he  stepped  forward  and  placed  the  end  of  the  shawl 
on  my  shoulder 

“Thoughts'?  Which  thoughts'?”  I  replied  awkwardly  I  knew  this 
would  not  satisfy  him 

“Let’s  go  out  of  the  city  for  a  walk  You  are  looking  much  too 

preoccupied  ”  , 

“No  I  don’t  feel  like  it  If  you  need  someone  to  go  with  you, 
take  Shon  ”  I  had  no  intention  of  going  anywhere 

“Shon  and  Kama  are  two  very  different  people  I  want  Kama  to 
accompany  me  Come  ’’  Me  took  my  hand  in  his  and  PO>"  his 
finger  to  the  main  door  of  the  palace  I  had  no  c  oice,  = 
along,  because  he  would  never  have  asked  anyone  ex  p 

‘'’Arwe  crossed  the  threshold  of  the  mam 

restrain  myself  any  more  and  I  asked  him,  „  ^  ,  jg 

Pandava  to  whom  Grandsire  Bh.shma  referred  today  What 

^°“Whfam  1  to  know’’  It’s  hard  to  beheve  that^them^arejx 

Pandavas,  yet  it  cannot  be  anything  but  Pandava 

says  so  Anyway,  how  does  it  matter  to  us  who  the  s  xth  Pan 

is'  It’s  true,  though,  that  anyone  can  of  us 

like  ’’  He  also  stepped  over  the  mam  threshold,  and 

"‘!wharcLid'h:b:is^^^^^ 

of  life  .  ,1 

“Certainly  not  like  one  of  the  Pan  av  different  from  the 
“Like  who  thent  In  what  way  would  he  be  oiiie 

Pandavast"  than  them  He  could 

“In  every  way  He  could  be  more  c  brought  up.  because 

be  the  youngest  He  would  be  '*J5  ^  ^  ,,onn  that  hides  in  the 
life  IS  nothing  but  samskaras  ^^^1  jmjpij  because  it 

flower’s  mouth  gets  placed  at 

happens  to  be  m  good  neer  gel  on.  and  'h'^ 

‘There  are  those  with  „  ^|,c  reason  of  th 

others  whom  we  instincnyb  ^  ,  r.rmm- 

causcless  like  and  dislike  I  f,(,ni  ehdd  i  '  j 

••Our  attitudes  to  a  person  am  bujl^^P^^^^  ^^ 

stances  do  nhnngn  *  j.,„|jhood  is  hke  bj^^  becomes  a 

disrespect  that  clop  , -painst  a  stone  » 

on  one's  foot  when  ,t  strikes  again 
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“Then  what  is  life  all  about*?  Just  a  calamity,  is  it?”  I  changed  the 
subject  a  little 

“No  Life  IS  an  eternal  river  flowing  through  the  territory  of 
existence  and  death,  struggling  for  salvation  and  yearning  to  unite 
with  the  ocean  which  is  God  ” 

“Salvation*?  You  mean  painless  death*?  Is  that  your  idea  of 
salvation*?”  * 

“No  Salvation  is  a  ceaseless,  seamless  radiance,  a  self-aware, 
shining,  bodiless,  thought-less  reality  This  radiance  is  the  sole 
expression  of  the  atman  If  you  open  your  eyes  and  see  carefully, 
you  will  find  every  single  creature  of  nature  thirsting  for  even  the 
smallest  fragment  of  this  radiance — and  you  will  be  stunned  by  this 
fact  Why  do  insects  hurl  themselves  blindly  at  a  flame*?  Trees, 
creepers,  grasses — all  lift  their  heads,  longingly,  in  the  direction  of 
light  No  one  can  carry  on  without  realising  that  the  one  stable 
truth  of  this  universe  is  light,  radiance  ” 

“Why  then  is  man  unable  to  posses  this  radiance  with  ease*?  If 
light  IS  the  stable  truth  of  the  world,  why  is  it  so  difficult  of 
attainment*?” 

“Life’s  goal  is  radiance,  the  Ultimate  Radiance  To  achieve  it, 
experience  is  essential — experience  of  various  kinds  and  intensir 
ties  Even  after  a  multiplicity  of  expenences,  I  might  find  that  the 
radiance  I  achieved  was  not  the  radiance  I  was  looking  for  Only 
after  realising,  will  it  strike  a  seeker  that  he  should  turn  towards 
the  innermost  atman  He  is  restless  to  do  so  In  his  desperation, 
man  will  have  to  acknowledge  the  fact  that  there  is  ultimately  only 
one  road  left  for  him  to  travel — and  that  is  the  path  of  spirituality  ” 
“No,  Ashvatthaman  I  have  pierced  through  so  many  layers  of 
Time  in  order  to  get  a  glimpse  of  the  future,  but  I  doubt  if  I  or 
anyone  else  will  ever  believe  that  the  day  you  say  will  dawn  is 
going  to  dawn  What’s  the  point  in  running  around  with  hopes  and 
dreams  in  your  heart*?’ 

“You  are  still  confused  But  it’s  not  your  fault  The  truth  is  that 
man’s  mind  is  a  very  complex  thing — like  the  wheel  of  a  chanot 
The  wheel  has  many  spokes,  but  the  real  observer  sees  only  the 
hub  which  holds  all  these  spokes  together  According  to  you,  you 
have  pierced  through  countless  layers  of  Time  m  order  to  get  one 
glimpse  of  the  future,  but  the  real  question  is  whether  Time  has  all 
these  countless  layers  to  which  you  refer  Or  is  it  that  we  trap  Time 
into  days,  months,  seasons  and  years  in  order  to  suit  our 
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convenience'^  It  seems  to  me  that  what  is  likely  to  occur  is  a 
greviously  erroneous  creation  of  man  Ponder  this  a  little  deeply 
Is  Time  ever  past  or  future*^  Time  is  a  single  unbroken  fact,  and 
only  the  realisation  of  Time  as  an  unbroken  continuity  and  unity 
can  remove  man’s  fears  ”  His  divine  wisdom  overflowed  Neither 
of  us  realised  that  we  had  arnved  within  half  a  yojana  of  the  town, 
because  we  were  absorbed  in  our  conversation  Outside  the  town 
limits  was  the  Vishnu  temple  Thinking,  We  should  visit  the  temple 
and  have  a  darshan  since  we  are  so  near  it,  we  entered  it  Dusk  was 
approaching  A  few  saranga-birds  flew  across  the  pink-flushed 
horizon,  emitting  cries 

After  the  darshan,  we  came  out  from  the  temple  The  vibration 
of  the  bell  of  the  inner  sanctum  shaken  by  Ashvatthaman  echoed 
sweetly  in  my  ears  As  soon  as  he  emerged,  he  lifted  his  finger  to 
the  temple  dome  ‘‘You  see  that'?”  he  asked,  standing  stock-still 

“Yes  The  golden  pot  glowing  in  the  light  of  the  setting  sun  is  an 
enchanting  sight  ” 

“No  I  don’t  mean  the  golden  pot  on  the  dome  Look  at  the  thin 
crack  in  the  stone  wall  under  it  at  the  temple  top— there's  a  peepal 
shoot  visible  ” 

“What  about  it*?” 

“You  may  think  it  useless,  but  I  find  it  very  significant  It  waves 
its  reddish  leaves  and  declares,  *I  will  live  even  if  I  have  to  stand  on 
the  head  of  this  stone  I  will  struggle  against  the  blasts  of  wind  if  I 
have  to  ’  Even  a  tiny  shoot  will  not  succumb  to  stone  in  the  pattern 
of  Nature  And  as  for  man  ” 

He  stopped  abruptly  We  turned  to  the  direction  of  the  town 
On  the  way  lay  the  military  academy,  where  his  thatched  hut  was 
also  located  He  caressed  my  hand  affectionately  and  sa/d, 
“Kama,  forget  all  that  I  have  said  I  am  no  greater  knower  of  the 
mystery  of  Brahman,  nor  have  you  been  born  in  order  to  ponder 
the  profound  secrets  of  life  Your  life  is  meant  for  action  onI>, 
because  the  path  of  life  that  you  have  traversed  so  far  is  filled  w  ith 
the  deeds  of  illustrious  heroes  ”  He  released  my  hand,  and  entered 
the  militar)  academy  by  the  smaller  sccunt)  door  His  turban 
grazed  against  the  top  of  the  door  frame,  and  the  next  moment  he 
had  disappeared  inside  How  thoughtful  was  his  discourse'  Occa¬ 
sionally  he  would  clanfy  various  aspects  of  life  to  me  Before 
leaving,  he  had  said,  “Your  life  is  meant  for  action  only 
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Everyone’s  life  is  meant  for  action,  but  each  individual  discovers 
a  special,  a  unique  purpose 

‘ '  1  returhed  As  I  entered  the  palace,  I  saw  father  in  the  royal 
stdbles  He  was  instructing  the  grooms  regarding  the  feeding  of 
horses  He  was  old,  and  his  body  looked  frail  His  back  was  bent, 
but  his  mind  was  as  fresh  as  before  1  had  repeatedly  told  him, 
*You  must  nbW  rest,”  but  he  had  a  fixed  reply,  “Vasu,  the  body 
tires,  but  not  the  mind  A  man  has  to  have  something  to  do  ” 
My  life  had  been  nourished  on  such  statements  as  these  His 
e^trabrdinary  hardships  had  transformed  my  thatched  hut  life  into 
a  palatial  one  As  far  as  I  knew,  I  was  the  only  son  of  a  charioteer 
in  the  whole  of  Aryavarta  on  whose  head  a  golden  crown  had  been 
placed — and  full  credit  for  this  went  to  my  parents  Wealth,  fame, 
domestic  joy,  the  pleasure  of  having  a  son — all  were  mine  But  my 
greatest  happiness  was  the  protective  affection  which  I  received 
from  my  father  add  mother  In  the  palace,  everyone  addressed 
Radha-mata  as  “Raj  mata  ’  This  made  Vnshah  lovingly  tell  me, 
‘  It's  because  of  you  that  everyone  calls  her  Raj  mata  ”  But  how 
wduld  my  simple  wife  know  that  it  waS  on  account  of  my  hiother 
that  everyone  called  me  Kama’ ,  ‘  Raja  of  Anga  ,  ^nd  “Maha 
raja  '> 

So  1  went  to  the  stabled  With  bowed  head  I  said  gerttiy  “Pita- 
ji  why  did  you  tak6  all  this  trouble  of  coming  here*^  The  grooms 
hfere  do  the  work  well  enough,  and  there  is  Uricle  SaHjaya  to  keep 
an  eye  oh  them 

Steadying  his  quivering  neck  he  replied  “Is  it  yoU  Vasu*^ 
Child  it  s  not  eUsy  to  giVe  up  a  lifetime  of  hkbit  ^Can  you  give  up 
your  archery"^  1  am  ill  at  ease  in  the  palace  I  was*  born  amdng 
hOrseS  I  grew  up  with  them  Their  shuffling  is  mtisic  to  my  ears 
Look,  at  the  variety  of  horses  herfc*  JuSt^td  look  at  theih  brings  so 
much  peace  to  tny  mind  ’  ^  ‘ 

‘But — it^s  twilight  riow  Let’s  back  to  the  pala*ce  I  am  also 
going  upstairs  ^  *' 

Very  Well  ’  He  placed  his  hand  in  irtine'"  With  my  support  he 
accompanied  me  It  wasmy  duty  as  the*efdest^son  to  look  after  him' 
aS  mu6h  as  I  could  Placing  his  Weight  oh  my  shoulder,  he  climbed 
slowly  up  the  slaifs'  The  first  day"* I  arriiled  ih  llastmapura,  I  had 
climbed  Up  in  the  same  fashion,  with  my  hanti  in  his  Now  his  h'and 
was  on  my  shbUlder,  as  he  went  up  the  stairs  '  ^  ‘ 
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I  reached  father  to  his  room  in  the  palace.  Sushena,  Vrishaketu/ 
Susharma  and  Minakshi  were  sitting  around  Radha-mata,  Jistening^ 
to  a  story.  Seeing  me,  they  started  clapping.  The  littlest  one, 
Vrishaketu,  ran  forward  and  clung  to  my  legs.  They  were  all  quite^ 
alert  and  intelligent.  Though  young  in  age,  they  looked  quite 
grown  up  because  they  were  strong  and  well-built.  They  respected, 
even  feared  me;  but  loved  me  equally  also.  ^ 

I  stroked  Vrishaketu’s  head  and  said,  “When  are  you  going, to 
grow  up  like  the  others?” 

“I’ll  allbays  be  thmall,”  he  lisped. 

“Why,  you  silly  one?”  ^ ' 

“Because  big-big  people  have  to  namaskara  big  Mother.  I  sit  in, 
her  lap.”  He  enjoyed  the  benefits  he  received  because  he  hap*^ 
pened  to  be  small.  I  picked  him  up  and  smelled  his  head  affection¬ 
ately,  That  little  rascal,  as  always,  shook  my  flesh-ear-’nngs., 
Taking  leave  of  Radha-mata  I  went  away.  It  thrilled  me  to^ee^thel 
grandchildren  sitting  happily  with  Radha-mata. 

I  returned  to  my  palace.  Mrinal  must  have  announced  my^arrival 
to  Vrlshali,  who  was  cooking  in  the  kitchen.  We  did  haVe  n^any 
girl-attendants  to  cook,  but  Vrishali  personally  supervised  t|ie^ 
special  dishes  that  pleased  my  palate.  She  hurried  to  my  roon^^^ 
soon  as  Mrinal  mentioned  me.  I  had  removed  the  crown  from  my, 
head,  and  was  holding  is.  She  stepped  forward,  look 
from  my  hands,  and  said,  “Must  have  been  a  lot  of  work  in^the 
assembly  today.”  . 

“No,  Vrishali,  I  went  for  a  stroll  outside  the  city  with  mygum’s^ 
son,”  She  stopped  questioning  at  the  mention  of  Ashyatthaman. 

She  placed  the  crown  carefully  on  a  wooden  scat.  j  ^ „ 
Informing  us  that  the  food  had  been  served,  Mnnal  went  to 
fetch  father.  She  escorted  him  slowly  inside.  Behind^;hem  wme 
Vrishasena,  Prasena,  Bhanusena,  Susharma,  Sushena,  andChitra- 
sena.  Such  was  the  family  custom  for  the  last  fourteen  years.  The 
menfolk  sat  and  ate  together.  Only  after  father|  started  ^eating 
would  the  others  begin.  After  us  the  ladies  ate — and  they  would 
touch  the  food  only  after  Radha-mata  started  eating..  ^  . 

Vrishali  had  new  dishes  prepared  every  day.  Everyone  was  all 
praise  for  the  style  of  her  cooking.  Sometimes^  she  ordered^  the 
preparation  of  sweet  pancakes,  sweet  curd,  baked  dishes,  ncc  in 
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thickened  sweet  milk»  at  other  times  she  arranged  for  sweets 
dipped  in  cow’s  milk,  besides  these,  curd  of  two-milk  whey,  daht, 
fresh  butter,  plain  milk  as  well  as  milk  from  a  cow  dunng  the  first 
seven  days  after  calving,  phasta  and  other  confections  made  of 
cow’s  milk  1  particularly  relished  the  sweet  pancakes  and  fresh 
butter  Seeing  them^  Shon  would  glance  sharply  at  me  and  remark 
to  Vrishali,  “Bhahhi-ji,  I’ve  had  them  so  often  that  I’m  also 
beginning  to  enjoy  the  sweet  breads  Their  real  enjoyer  won’t  get 
much  of  them  now  ”  That  was  how  he  managed  to  get  his  favounte 
dish  without  fail  the  next  day — nee  in  thickened  sweet  milk  Some¬ 
times  there  used  to  be  even  a  curry  of  delicious  maladhoka  bird- 
meat 

“Where  is  Satyasena'^’’  I  asked,  because  I  could  not  spot  him  in 
the  group 

His  wife  Pushpavati  replied  with  lowered  head,  “He  has  gone  to 
Shakal,  the  capital  of  the  Madras,  with  a  special  message  from  the 
Kauravas  "  It  would  take  him  at  least  eight  days  to  return  after 
meeting  Shalya,  the  Raja  of  Madra  For  eight  days  his  thah  would 
be  served  in  the  usual  way,  and  its  contents  fed  to  the  cows  later 
But  my  mind  was  not  m  the  food  The  others  were  vigorously 
applying  themselves  to  the  tasty  dishes  Only  Shon  realised  that  1 
was  not  enjoying  my  meal  as  I  used  to  He  said  to  Vnshali, 
‘Bhabhi’ji,  everyone  here  says  a  wife  starts  loving  her  husband 
less  after  a  son  is  born  That’s  not  all  untrue  Because  if  it  was  true, 
you  would  have  guessed  why  Bhaiya  today  is  eating  so  poorly  ” 
“No,  Shon,  It’s  no  fault  of  her,”  I  repnmanded 
“Why,  Vasu,  you  don’t  seem  to  be  enjoying  even  your  favounte 
dish  today,”  father  finally  said 

“No,  father  My  mind’s  preoccupied  with  an  important 
problem  It’ll  surprise  you  too  when  you  know  about  it  ” 

“What  problem*^” 

‘  The  problem  of  the  sixth  Pandava  Do  you  know  that  there  are 
six  Pandavas,  not  five*^”  I  asked,  stanng  at  his  forehead,  which  was 
corrugated  with  wnnkles  like  the  sagvan  leaf  Gulping  the  bite,  he 
opened  his  mouth,  but  no  words  came  out  His  eyes  became  moist 
Vnshali  quickly  brought  a  bowl  of  water  to  his  lips  A  single  sip 
cleared  his  throat 

“Who  told  you  this'’”  he  asked  m  a  trembling  voice 
“Not  just  me,  Grandsire  Bhishma  announced  it  publicly  today 
before  the  whole  assembly  ” 
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“Grandsire  Bhishma'^  Then  it  must  be  so  There  are  more  than 
five  Pandavas  ” 

“Not  only  that,  he  added  that  neither  the  Kauravas  nor  the 
Pandavas  have  Kuru  blood  in  them  His  words  make  it  obvious 
that  the  throne  is  now  at  the  mercy  of  brute  force  “ 

“If  the  Grandsire  said  so,  it  must  be  true  I’m  going  to  tell  you 
another  truth  today,  for  the  first  time,  because  I  had  kept  silent 
when  everyone  taunted  you  in  the  arena  ”  He  paused  momentari¬ 
ly  I  pricked  my  ears 

“Vasu,  you  were  insulted,  branded  as  the  son  of  a  charioteer, 
and  you  bravely  faced  your  detractors  Look  how  much  Vidura-ji 
IS  respected  as  a  counsellor  in  the  palace  today'  His  word  never 
goes  in  vain.”  ^ 

His  three  sentences  seemed  to  be  all  disconnected,  yet  I  replied, 
“Yes,  father  But  he  also  does  not  have  Kuru  blood  Pitamaha 
Bhishma  made  that  clear  also  He  said,  ‘I  am  the  sole  descendant 
left  of  the  Kauravas  of  Hastinapura’  ” 

“No,  Vasu  It  IS  a  fact  that  the  learned  counsellor  Vidura  is  the 
son  of  a  maid,  but  it  is  not  completely  true  that  Grandsire  Bhishma 
is  the  last  of  the  Kaurava  dynasty  There  is  another  Kaurava  in 
Hastinapura  itself,  in  whose  veins  courses  Kuru  blood,  but  he 
remains  an  ordinary  mortal  because  of  traditional  social  cons¬ 
traints  generation  after  generation  ” 

“Who  is  that  last  Kaurava*^”  I  raised  my  eyebrows  in  surpnse 
He  drank  from  the  bowl  brought  by  VnshaJi,  and  said  huskily, 

“I  ” 

“You'>" 

“Yes  My  father  Satkarman  was  a  descendant  of  the  world- 
conquering  Kaurava  emperor  Yayati  But  from  his  mother’s  side 
he  was  a  charioteer  A  maid’s  son  Vidura  has  attained  the  post  of 
chief  counsellor  in  this  kingdom  But  Yayati’s  descendant  Adhi- 
ratha  became  a  keeper  of  the  stables  Vasu,  this  is  the  truth  You 
are  the  Raja  of  Anga  That  is  enough  to  make  me  blessed  ”  He 
paused,  and  took  another  sip  of  water  To  comfort  me,  he  had 
revealed  the  secret  of  his  ancestry 
I  stood  up,  without  finishing  my  meal  We  are  the  descendants  of 
Maharaja  Yayati— this  thought  gave  my  mind  a  strange  content¬ 
ment  But  no  profound  joy  1  wasn’t  so  naive  now  as  to  start 
dancing  jubilant  at  any  surprising  news 

Washing  my  hands,  I  relaxed  on  my  bed.  My  mind  went  back 
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to  the  words  of  Ashvatthaman.  Seeing  the  pipal  shoot  emerge 
joyously  from  the  crack  m  a  stone  wall,  he  had  remarked,  “It’s  as  if 
the  plant  is  saying,  after  stamping  us  feet  on  the  head  of  the  hostile 
stone,  ‘1  must  live  I  must  sway  to  the  flow  of  the  breeze 
I  made  up  my  mind  to  take  that  pipal  as  my  ideal  There  was  no 
point  in  moaning  over  circumstances 

20 


All  night  I  reflected  deeply  on  Ashvatthaman's  profound  obser¬ 
vations  on  the  meaning  of  life  His  wisdom  was  a  pleasure  to  listen 
to  But  how  many  people  in  this  world  succeed  in  putting  wisdom 
into  practice''  One  needs  help  from  everyone  in  this  world — but 
the  world  is  not  ready  to  help  anyone  That  was  my  recurring 
experience  of  life  The  Pandavas  were  in  exile,  but  they  hadn’t 
gone  to  earn  religious  merit  on  a  pilgnmage  They  would  definitely 
return  after  thirteen  years  They  were  five  wounded  snakes  who, 
after  thirteen  years  of  secrecy  in  the  forest,  would  surface  some 
time  or  other  and  sting  the  feet  of  both  Duryodhana  and  Kama 
“They  have  disappeared  in  the  forest" — if,  thinking  that,  I 
remained  inactive,  that  would  indeed  be  extreme  folly  It  is  best 
not  to  allow  any  hostility  to  develop  in  one’s  life,  but  if  it  happens. 
It  should  be  extinguished  Sooner  or  later  it  starts  purulatmg 
Kama  or  the  Pandavas — I  would  allow  only  one  or  the  other  I  did 
not  want  the  Pandava  sword  to  dangle  permanently  over  the  head 
of  Duryodhana  Pitamaha  Bhishiua  was  strongly  advocaJtmg  that 
half  the  kingdom  should  be  handed  to  the  Pandavas  I  was  com¬ 
pletely  in  disagreement  The  kingdom  must  not  be  dismembered 
It  should  be  either  a  Pandava  kingdom  or  a  Kaurava  The  Grand- 
sire  had  remained  conveniently  silent  when  there  was  still  time  to 
speak  But  now,  discovering  the  noose  was  tightening  around  the 
necks  of  the  Pandavas,  he  became  upset,  and  his  love  for  them 
made  him  speak  up  He  had  quenched  all  the  enthusiasm  of  the 
members  of  the  assembly  But  Kama  was  not  going  to  be  trapped 
by  his  words  I  did  not  need  the  help  of  any  warrior,  I  could  handle 
the  Pandavas  alone  I  would  see  for  myself  what  fibre  those  five 
heroes  were  made  of  I  was  looking  for  a  chance  to  apprise 
Duryodhana  of  my  decision  But  it  was  impossible  to  get  him  alone 
in  the  palace  Uncle  Shakuni,  Duhshasana,  Prabhanjana,  the  chief 
minister,  Maharani  Bhanumati,  Princess  Duhshala  Devi,  the 
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Kaurava  warriors  of  the  assembly— one  or  the  other  of  these 
always  surrounded  him  I  simply  couldn't  get  him  alone  at  any 
time  to  tell  him  what  I  wanted  to 

There  was  only  one  way  to  catch  him  alone— and  that  was  to  go 
on  a  hunt.  So  I  arranged  to  send  a  message  to  him  through  Shon  to 
the  effect  that  I  had  organised  a  hunt  in  the  forest  of  Varanavata 
He  was  pleased  with  the  idea 

We  would  leave  the  palace  for  the  hunt  a  few  days  later,  and 
proceed  towards  the  outskirts  of  Indraprastha.  where  the  forest  of 
Varanavata  was  located,  and  to  do  so  we  would  have  to  cross  the 
Ganga  and  the  Ikshumati  rivers  The  tradition  was  that  whoever 
went  hunting  could  not  return  to  the  palace  without  a  kill  It  so 
happened  sometimes  that  a  hunter  had  to  stay  in  the  forest  for  a 
whole  month  before  he  could  fulfil  this  condition 

21 


Hunting  wasn't  the  only  reason  we  went  out  1  wanted  to  speak 
to  Duryodhana  in  total  privacy  We  had  about  fifty  expert  horse¬ 
men  accompanying  us — no  more  I  had  omitted  Shon's  name  from 
the  hunt 

Our  ivory-white  mares  sped  through  the  city,  necks  stretched,  in 
the  fierce  heat  of  the  afternoon  In  the  scorching  hot  month  of 
Vaisakh,  the  sweltering  citizens  were  relaxing  behind  halt-closed 
doors,  which  is  why  there  was  not  a  single  soul  to  be  seen  on  even 
the  main  roads  None  except  the  general  knew  where  we  were 
bound,  and  why  Even  the  horsemen  accompanying  us  were  not 
entirely  in  the  know  of  things  Ahead  of  us  was  the  horseman  who 
showed  the  way,  the  rest  were  all  behind  us,  at  varying  distances 

The  enormous  expanse  of  the  Ganga,  which  in  the  monsoon  was 
an  overflowing  receptacle,  was  In  places  reduced  now  to  a  mere 
trickle  because  of  the  oppressive  summer  We  galloped  over  the 
trickle,  our  horses  reflected  in  the  water  as  we  leapt,  splashing,  m 
a  steady  line.  We  left  the  Ikshumati  river  behind  This  was  the 
starling  point  of  the  dense  Varanavata  forest,  where  the  bound¬ 
aries  of  Indraprastha  and  Hastinapura  met. 

As  soon  as  they  reached  the  forest,  the  horsemen,  according  to 
plan,  scattered  in  all  the  four  direcilons  Brandishirig  lances  and 
shouting,  they  would  make  the  forest  tremble  with  their  eaco- 
phony  Fnghtened  by  their  cries,  the  forest  deer  would  leap  and 
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bound  away  from  them  From  our  vantage  point  on  the  dunes,  we 
would  pierce  the  scared  deer  running  in  front  of  us  It  had  been 
decided  that,  the  instant  we  took  aim  from  our  dunes,  I  would 
shoot  four  arrows  with  bells  attached  to  them  in  the  four  directions 
in  order  to  signal  the  noise-making  horsemen — and  only  then 
would  they  start  their  clamorous  beatings 

We  selected  a  dune  on  a  low  alluvial  stretch  In  front  of  us  was  a 
flat  plain  of  green  grass  1  took  aim  and  shot  the  four  arrows  They 
whistled  and  tinkled  away  in  the  four  directions  The  scattered 
horsemen  were  alerted  Shouting  and  screaming  and  beating 
drums,  they  harassed  the  creatures  of  the  forest  out  of  their 
peaceful,  cool  haunts  The  forest  screamed  like  a  diseased,  agonis¬ 
ing  invalid  A  bedlam  of  noises  ensued  Sarangas,  chttrarathas,  red 
sheldrakes,  pigeons,  eagles,  kokilas,  patrarathas  and  flocks  of 
other  birds  flapped,  screeching,  in  the  air,  visible  to  us  on  the 
dune  A  little  later,  trumpeting  shrilly,  a  herd  of  elephants 
lumbered  across  suddenly  on  the  green  level  stretch 

Both  of  us  were  ready  and  waiting,  with  bows  stretched  taut 
Duryodhana  swung  his  bow  in  keeping  with  the  gait  of  one  of  the 
largest  in  the  elephant  herd,  in  an  attempt  to  aim  correctly  I 
signalled  him  to  wait  There  was  no  point  m  felling  an  elephant 
We  did  not  have  even  the  proper  attendants  to  carry  an  elephant 
carcass  back  to  the  palace  That  trunk-waving  trumpeting  herd  ran 
sinuously  like  a  meandering  nver  in  a  hilly  region,  and  crossed  the 
grassy  plain 

A  short  while  later,  from  a  dense  clamp  of  trees,  a  flock  of  fifty 
or  so  deer  bounded  along  the  plain  like  a  waterfall  Our  hands 
swerved,  aiming  arrows  at  their  vital  parts  Our  vantage  point  and 
the  flock — after  calculating  the  distance  between  the  two,  and 
their  speed  and  the  speed  of  the  arrow,  one  had  to  aim  at  a  spot 
somewhere  ahead  of  the  mouth 

“S-u-u  u  n-n  n-n'  S-u-u  u  n-n-n’’  The  arrows  streamed  out  of 
our  bows  Pierced  in  the  chest,  countless  deer  toppled,  like  ripe 
audumbar  fruit  flopping  on  the  ground  in  a  gusty  breeze  The 
remnants  of  the  herd  bounded  across  the  plain  without  even 
casting  a  glance  at  their  stneken  companions  The  hunt  was  over, 
we  breathed  sighs  of  relief 

Duryodhana  glanced  at  me  and  asked,  “How  many  arrows  did 
you  shoof^” 

“Six  And  you‘>”  I  asked,  looking  at  the  vast  green  plain 
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“Five,”  he  replied,  gazing  also  at  the  pasturage 

“Which  means  we’ll  find  eleven  deer  altogether  Or  five  deer 
with  two  arrows  in  each,  and  one  felled  with  a  single  arrow,”  I 
said,  rising 

“Let’s  go  and  see  ”  He  tned  to  stand  up,  but  before  he  could  do 
so,  a  sudden  heart-rending  scream  "Kama'"  issued  from  his  lips 
and  he  collapsed  on  the  grass  like  a  shattered  mountain  peak 
What  could  have  happened  to  make  a  mace-wielding  hero  scream 
who  only  an  instant  ago  was  all  athnll  with  the  delights  of  the 
hunt*^  Unable  to  make  sense  of  this,  worried,  I  stooped  and  placed 
my  arm  under  his  arm-pit  in  order  to  lift  him  up  but  what  I  saw 
made  my  heart  stop  A  huge  python  had  swallowed  his  left  leg 
right  up  to  his  knee  while  he  was  absorbed  in  the  hunt  Because  his 
legs  were  encased  in  leather  shoes,  Duryodhana  did  not  feel  the 
snake's  jaws  To  prevent  his  victim  from  escaping,  the  python  had 
swung  Its  tail  and  wound  its  coils  around  Duryodhana  That 
python  had  managed  to  clutch  the  future  emperor  of  Hastinapura 
in  Its  jaws  as  it  might  a  baby  rabbit  The  crown  had  fallen  and  lay 
m  the  dust  of  the  pasturage.  Duryodhana  struggled  to  get  free,  like 
a  fish  flapping  out  of  water,  but  each  effort  made  him  even  more 
lightly  captive  in  the  python’s  embrace  Both  rolled  and  tumbled 
on  the  ground  Fearful  of  a  horrendous  death,  Duryodhana 
screamed  “Kama'  Kama'”  and,  biting  his  lips,  thrust  the  arrow  in 
his  hand  repeatedly  in  the  python’s  kundalini,  oblivious  to  the 
possibility  that  he  might  injure  his  own  leg  m  the  process  Some¬ 
times  I  saw  the  python,  sometimes  Duryodhana  Weird'  Hompilat- 
ing'  Flailing  his  right  leg,  Duryodhana  thrashed  about  violently 
The  grass  was  flattened  and  crushed  In  front  of  my  very  eyes,  I 
saw  that  magnificent  mace-hero  tied  up  like  a  bundle  of  sticks, 
helpless  in  the  python’s  clutches  “Kama’’’  he  wailed,  giving  up  all 
hope  of  life  His  last  shriek  seemed  almost  to  slice  through  the  sky 
Screaming,  he  jerked  his  body  with  ell  his  strength  and  lost  con¬ 
sciousness 

It  was  not  possible  for  me  to  remain  a  spectator  any  longer — but 
what  could  1  do?  It  was  not  easy  to  think  of  a  solution  right  then  I 
stood  there,  dumbfounded,  staring  at  the  huge  reptile  I  was  all 
agitated,  troubled  by  concern  for  the  poor  victim  I  had  no  weapon 
except  the  remaining  arrows  in  my  hand  Even  if  I  had,  what  use 
would  It  be?  Who  could  have  used  a  weapon  without  injunng 
Duryodhana  who  was  trapped  in  the  python’s  coils?  It  was 
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impossible  to  shoot  an  arrow  at  that  fearful  sinuous  creature  No 
solution  came  to  my  mind  I  slumped  down  on  a  slab  of  stone  and 
did  some  hard  quick  thinking  Evening  was  fast  descending,  and 
each  moment  counted  It  was  a  matter  of  life  and  death  for  my 
dearest  friend  who  had  helped  me  up  the  highest  pinnacle  of 
success  I  glanced  westwards,  trying  to  guess  how  long  it  would 
take  for  the  shades  of  evening  to  arrive  fbe  resplendent  Sun-God 
stood  in  the  centre  of  two  tall  peaks,  spilling  his  deathless,  seam¬ 
less  rays  on  the  head  of  earth  A  strange  thrill  raced  through 
me— a  thrill  never  experienced  before,  indescribable,  unwavering 
I  rose,  without  any  more  thinking  I  stepped  forward,  flung 
away  my  bow,  and  lifted  the  snake  and  Duryodhana  across  my 
back  The  mere  touch  of  such  a  slimy  creature  was  like  death  Ah, 
in  how  many  ways  does  death  pursue  life'  Carrying  that  hfe-death 
dichotomy  on  my  back,  I  balanced  myself  and  descended  m  the 
light  of  the  setting  sun  My  mind  was  a  whirl  of  thoughts  What  if 
Duryodhana  did  not  survive  this  predicament'’  What  was  there  left 
for  me  or  for  Hastinapura  then’  Nothing  came  to  my  mind  But  I 
doggedly  kept  striding  across  the  pasturage  I  could  see  the  horse¬ 
men  in  the  distance  collecting  the  dead  deer  I  had  to  reach  them 
somehow  or  other  With  this  m  mind,  I  walked  determinedly  aild 
swiftly  ahead  with  the  weird-looking,  stone-heavy  python  across 
my  shoulders  My  entire  life  had  been  a  story  of  similar  strange 
and  difficult  tests  Today's  incident  was  specially  horripilatmg 
Guessing  that  I  was  bringing  on  my  back  a  kHl  from  the  hunt, 
the  horsemen  on  the  plain  gathered  in.  g  gjroup.  and.  plapped  apd 
shouted  But  as  I  approached  them,  their  eyes  Widened  and  they 
stared  at  me  like  stone  statues  Half  of  them  surely  must  have 
thought  I  was  some  kind  of  a  fool  Thoughts  stornied  into  mind, 
“How  could  Duryodhana’s  life  be  saved'’  ’ 

Reaching  near  them.  I  knejt  and  lowered  the  python  on  the 
ground  Wiping  my  forehead  with  the  end  of  my  shawl,  I  glaneed  at 
the  reptile  Only  the  head  of  a  half-dead,  unconscious  Duryodhana 
was  visible  out  of  the  snake's  coils  He  lay  there,  as  lifeless  as  a  log  Of 
wood  m  the  writhing  coils  which  tightened  their  hold  with  every 
passing  instant  Glaring,  I  shouted  at  the  horsemen,  ‘  What  are  you 
stanng  at  like  a  pack  of  cowards’’  The  palace  people  will  spit  on  you 
and  shave  your  hair  and  parade  you  on  donkeys  when  they  discover 
that  a  python  has  swallowed  the  Raja  of  Hastinapura  Pm  down  that 
cruel  reptile  and  free  the  Raja  from  its  coils  ’’ 
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All  fifty  or  so  of  the  horsemen,  alerted  by  the  order,  stepped 
forward  in  batches  of  ten  and  carefully  pried  open  each  coil  of  that 
enormous  creature.  But...  but  it  refused  to  release  Duryodhana’s 
leg  from  its  jaws  in  spite  of  their  desperate  exertions.  The  twisting, 
strong  reptile  lashed  out  with  each  coil  in  an  attempt  to  ward  off 
the  batches  of  rescuers  and  fling  them  far  away.  But  the  men  had 
pinned  it  down  wherever  they  could  clutch  it  and  hung  on  to  it  as  if 
it  was  a  length  of  rope.  Tightening  my  shawl  around  myself,  I 
stepped  forward. 

The  creature  closed  its  eyes  and  prepared  to  meet  this  unex¬ 
pected  attacker.  1  thrust  my  fingers  in  its  mouth;  with  a  powerful 
Jerk  1  pulled  both  the  jaws  apart.  The  muscles  of  my  arms  swelled. 

I  bit  my  lips  so  hard  that  drops  of  blood  trickled  from  them  on  my 
shawl. 

“Arishtasenal  Pull  the  leg  out!”  I  ordered  one  of  the  horsemen. 
He  dashed  forward  and  pulling  the  leg  out  of  the  jaws,  he  lifted  the 
unconscious  body  of  the  Raja  and  placed  it  ten  arm’s-lengths  away 
on  the  ground. 

“Lift  that  deer  and  shove  its  leg  in  the  snake’s  mouth.”  My  arms 
were  weakening.  I  said  this,  gesturing  with  my  eyebrows  in  the 
direction  of  the  deer. 


Arishtasena  dragged  up  a  deer  and  thrust  not  one  but  both  its 
legs  in  the  reptile’s  yawning  mouth,  held  apart  by  me.  I  relaxed  my 
grip;iThe  python  clamped  its  jaws  tight.  My  forehead  was  bathed 
in  sweat.  My  nostrils  were  flaring.  Removing  my  hands  from  the 
jawsi'l  Wiped  the  sweat  from  my  forehead.  It  all  happened  in  an 


instant.  The  sight  of  unconscious  Duryodhana  lying  on  the  grass 
shocked  me.  Which  Raja?  What  kind  of  Raja?  All  figments  of  the 
imagination.  "All -inirages.  That  would-be  Emperor  of  Hastina- 
pura,  lying  lifeless  like  a  log  of  wood  on  a  pasturage....  Alone!  An 
ordinary  python  had  become  an  Emperor  s  nemesis. 

I  rushed  to  his  side.  As  I  gently  ran  my  hands  on  his  jaw-trapped 
leg,  I  felt  two  broken  snake-fangs.  The  stupid,  gruesome  thing  had 
a'lloVed  its 'fang's  fo’shapra'thef  tliah.'but  of  fear,  disengage  them.  I 
iL  .1  'i.iili  ■'  T'Vsil'fnViiViflted  horsemen  started  hurline  stones 


AstbhiSid.dliey  plSeiilthe  stones  on  the  ground.  Remembenn 
their  Raj'a’,  th’ey'ignored^the, snake  and_^rushed,to  Duryodhana 


unconscious  body  near  me. 
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I  glanced  once  at  the  senseless  python  He  had  taught  me  a  basic 
lesson  It  IS  best  not  to  stick  your  fangs  in  any  odd  place,  but  once 
you  do,  you  should  expect  that  they  break  before  they  can  be 
taken  out 

I  motioned  to  them  to  place  Duryodhana  on  a  horse  Lifting  him 
carefully,  they  laid  him  on  hts  stomach  on  a  large  horse  I  breathed 
easily 

“Arishtasena,  how  many  deer  were  bagged  in  the  hunt?”  a 
horseman  asked  Today’s  hunt  was  unforgettable  It’s  possible 
my  aim  was  not  accurate 

“Six,”  he  replied,  respectfully,  with  bowed  head 
“How  many  arrows  in  each'^” 

“One  m  each,  Maharaja,”  he  replied,  bowing  again  In  spite  of 
that  grisly  incident,  I  couldn’t  help  smiling  None  of  the  horsemen 
could  make  out  why  I  smiled  It  was  not  possible  for  them  to 
know  Only  a  conscious  Duryodhana  could  have  known 
Leaving  one  deer  as  the  python’s  meal,  we  returned  with  five 
The  reason  I  had  persuaded  Duryodhana  to  come  out  of  the  palace 
on  a  deer  hunt  was  kept  m  abeyance  I  couldn’t  even  speak  to 
Duryodhana  on  account  of  the  unexpected  turn  of  events 
We  stopped  briefly  near  a  spring  in  the  course  of  returning 
through  the  dense  forest  No  sooner  did  1  sprinkle  cool  water  on 
his  face  than  Duryodhana  revived  Wide*eyed,  he  asked,  "Where 
are  we*?”  Hisiorehead  was  a  web  of  wrinkles 
“This  IS  the  forest  of  Varanavata  We  came  here  on  a  deer  hunt 
The  hunt  is  over  ”  I  reminded  him  of  only  the  hunt 

‘  Deer  hunt’  How  many  deer  did  we  bag*^”  On  reviewing,  he 
asked  exactly  this  question 
“Five,”  I  replied,  smiling 

We  had  to  leave  one  deer  behind  Why  include  him'^  So  I  argued 
to  myself 

“Five  How  many  arrows  in  each‘s” 

“One  ’  I  spoke  the  exact  fact 
“One  Splendid  ” 

In  an  instant  he  forgot  the  fearhil  incident  that  had  just  happened 
At  least  so  it  seemed  He  did  not  raise  that  subject  at  ^  Happy  with 
the  belief  that  he  had  downed  five  deer  with  five  arrows,  he  leapt  up 
on  the  horse’s  back  even  in  his  weak  condition  We  had  crossed  the 
forest  and  were  nding  now  m  bnght  moonbght  Around  midmght  we 
crossed  the  two  nvers  and  entered  Hastmapura 
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As  I  entered  the  city  boundary,  I  turned  and  warned  the  horse¬ 
men  in  strong  terms,  “Take  care.  Nothing  that  happened  in  the 
forest  must  reach  the  ears  of  the  palace  people.  You  can  go!” 

22 


“The  Maharaja  wishes  to  see  you.”  The  chief  minister  Vrisha- 
varman  was  standing  in  front  of  me  early  in  the  morning. 

“Why  has  the  chief  minister  of  the  Kauravas  come  personally  to 
deliver  this  message?  Do  the  attendants  spend  all  their  time  gobb¬ 
ling  food  in  the  kitchen?” 

“No.  I  have  come  to  express  appreciation  and  gratitude.  You 
were  responsible  for  saving  the  life  of  Prince  Duryodhana  yester¬ 
day.  All  honour  to  your  courage!”  He  said  this,  waving  his  hands. 

“Chief  minister,  who  has  told  you  this?”  I  said  this  strongly,  with 
the  intention  of  making  every  word  strike  hard. 

“The  Prince  himself,”  he  replied  in  a  soft  voice. 

“Fine.  I  am  going  to  himr  Please  drink  some  milk  before  you 
go.”  Knowing  that  my  harsh  words  were  used  fruitlessly,  I  said  this 
in  as  gentle  a  tone  as  possible.  Mrinal  brought  a  silver  glass  of  milk 
and  fruits  in  a  golden  tray  and  placed  them  before  him.  I  went  to 
the  dressing-room  to  change  into  my  courtier’s  robes.  I  could  not 
fathom  why  the  Maharaja  needed  my  presence  so  early  in  the 
morning. 

fmmediatefy  on  dressing,  I  foffowed  the  chief  minister. 
Maharani  Duhshala  Devi’s  royal  quarters  lay  on  the  way.  She  had 
bathed  early  and  was  drying  her  wet  tresses,  standing  on  the 
balcony.  Her  maid,  who  was  combing  her  hair,  must  have  in¬ 
formed  her  of  our  arrival.  Both  quickly  entered  the  palace.  The 
princess  had  recently ^ome  from  her  in-laws  in  order  to  take  part 
in  the  spring  festival. 

As  I  passed  her  palace  door,  I  felt  my  feet  touch  some  object.  In 
her  hurry,  the  maid  had  left  the  comb  behind.  I  picked  it  up.  It  had 
very  fine  teeth;  it  was  made  of  hard  shisham  wood.  I  ran  my  finger 
casually  over  it  to  feel  the  sharpness  of  the  teeth.  Then,  replacing 
the  comb  on  the  ledge  of  the  balcony*  I  hurried  ahead  to  catch  up 
with  the  chief  minister. 

As  soon  as  he  entered  the  Maharaja’s  palace,  the  chief  minister 
clearly  announced  someone’s  arrival  to  the  king  with  a  discreet 
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cough  The  Maharaja  recognised  the  cough  signal  Rolling  his 
blind-from-birth  eyes,  he  said,  “Who  is  it'>  The  chief  minister? 
What  happened*^” 

“Maharaja,  the  Raja  of  Anga  has  arrived  I  am  going  to  the 
royal  physician  to  see  that  the  ointment  is  applied  on  Pnnce 
Duryodhana’s  leg  ” 

“You  may  leave  “ 

The  chief  minister  went  away  For  an  instant  there  was  total 
silence  in  the  room 

“You  may  sit,  Raja  of  Anga,”  he  said,  indicating  a  seat 
“I  offer  you  my  homage,  Maharaja  ”  I  bent  and  sat  down  on  the 
seat  The  day  I  had  first  come  to  Hastinapura,  this  Maharaja  had 
fondly  called  me  to  his  side  and  caressed  my  flesh-ear-nngs  He 
had  at  the  proper  time  praised  me  and  my  bow-skills  fulsomely 
before  the  assembly  of  illustrious  Kaurava  warnors  He  had  raised 
his  royal  sceptre  and  permitted  me  to  take  part  in  the  weapons’ 
combat  in  the  arena  He  was  generous  with  chanties  from  the 
royal  treasury  on  the  occasion  of  my  wedding  with  Vnshali  This 
was  that  Maharaja  He  had  lavished  the  purest  love  on  an  insigni¬ 
ficant  person  like  me 

“Why  does  the  Maharaja  need  me*^”  1  asked  softly,  glancing  at 
his  white  beard 

“Raja  of  Anga—” 

“No,  Maharaja,  not  Raja  of  Anga,  but  Kama,”  I  interrupted 

“Kama,  I  see  a  thin  ray  of  hope  because  of  your  incomparable 
virtues  Your  modesty,  your  valour,  your  patience — alT  are  as 
remarkable  as  your  flesh-ear-nngs^  You  have,  in  yesterday’s  hunt, 
given  us  incalculable  help  ” 

‘  What  help,  Maharaja‘s  I  don’t  see  Duryodhana  as  any  less  than 
Shon  ” 

“May  your  relationship  with  him  grow’  Give  him  the  same  help 
all  his  life  that  you  gave  him  in  yesterday’s  hunt  The  hope  lies  in 
your  assistance,  otherwise  ” 

“Otherwise  what,  Maharaja*^” 

“The  Pandavas  will  see  to  it  that  he  is  not  alive  after  they  return 
from  their  exile  That  is  why  my  mind  is  shaking  with  fear  I  am 
thinking  of  granting  them  half  the  kingdom,  and  in  that  way  find 
peace  for  myself  ” 

“Pandava*  Pandava*  Just  because  they  have  taken  a  vow  to  kill 
Duryodhana,  do  you  think,  like  everyone  else,  that  they  are 
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invincible*^  At  the  nght  time  I  will  tell  them  straight,  ‘Duryodhana 
IS  the  sharp  sword  in  Kama’s  firm  scabbard  ’  There  was  a  time 
when  I  too  felt  that  half  the  kingdom  should  go  to  them  But  only 
force  now  can  decide  who  will  wield  the  sceptre  of  a  kingdom  that 
is  neither  theirs  nor  the  Kauravas’  by  inhentance  The  battlefield 
now  will  decide  whose  kingdom  it  is  ” 

“No,  Kama  Duryodhana  by  himself  will  not  be  able  to  deal 
with  this  fiery  hatred  of  the  Pandavas  Will  you  be  at  his  side 
always,  helping  out  with  body,  mind,  and  wealth*^” 

“Maharaja,  I  gave  my  word  to  Duryodhana  a  long  time  ago 
Today  I  repeat  this  for  your  satisfaction  I  will  destroy  the 
Pandavas  in  the  forest  of  Dvaita  before  their  strength  has  a  chance 
to  grow  “ 

"Kama,  I  can’t  believe  that  you  are  the  son  of  Adhiratha  when  I 
hear  such  bold  decisions  from  you  I  cannot  believe  that  Radha  is 
your  mofher  ” 

“No,  Maharaja,  I  am  their  son,  and  proud  of  it —  because  father 
IS  not  the  charioteer  you  think  he  is  He  is  a  direct  descendant  of 
Maharaja  Yayati  " 

“What  are  you  saying,  Kama*  Your  father  Adhiratha,  a  descen* 
dant  of  Maharaja  Yayaii*’’  He  paused  a  while,  then  added  gravely, 
“In  that  case,  you  are  the  only  Kaurava  after  Grandsire  Bhishma 
Kama,  if  it  is  indeed  as  you  say,  I  will  always  respect  your  state¬ 
ment  ”  He  rose  from  his  seat 

“Yes,  Maharaja,  I’m  saying  the  truth  That  is  why  the  question 
of  compromising  with  the  Pandavas  does  not  arise  May  I  have 
'your  leave  to  go*^  I  have  to  perform  my  daily  morning  rituals  ’’  I 
rose  and  paid  him  my  respects 
“You  can  go,’  he  said,  raising  his  hand 
I  came  out  of  the  palace  I  glanced  in  the  direction  of  Duhshala 
Devi’s  palace  to  see  if  the  comb  was  still  on  the  ledge  It  was  gone 
I  returned  to  my  palace,  wondering  how  the  Pandavas  would  be 
induced  to  battle  in  Dvaita  forest  Supnya  was  handing  over  my 
hunt-soiled  clothes  to  a  maid  for  washing  Picking  up  a  shawl,  she 
said  teasingly,  “There  are  blood  spots  on  this  shawl  Did  you  carry 
the  dead  deer  yourselP  ’ 

‘No  this  IS  not  deer  blood 
‘  Whose  then‘s 
Do  1  have  to  answer  this'^ 

You  don  t  ha\  e  to  tell  me  I  know  they  are  the  python’s  ’’ 
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“Who  told  you  that?”  I  had  heard  that  a  woman  could  not  keep 
secrets,  but  this  was  my  first  experience  of  how  easily  a  woman 
could  ferret  out  secrets  from  others. 

“Maharani  Bhanumati,”  she  replied,  smiling.  So  it  wasn’t  un¬ 
true  that  all  women  are  indeed  under  the  spell  of  other  women. 
Duryodhana — ^Bhanumati — ^that  was  how  the  story  of  the  python 
had  travelled  to  Supriya’s  ears.  In  a  single  day  the  entire  palace 
would  be  awash  with  the  news.  Many  now  would  sing  excessive 
praises  in  my  honour,  as  if  I  had  overturned  the  Himalayas!  I 
would  now  have  to  listen  day  and  night,  here  and  everywhere,  to 
something  that  I  loathed  to  hear. 

The  maid  left  with  the  clothes.  I  approached  Supriya,  looked 
into  her  large  black  eyes  and  said,  “Supriya,  the  Maharani  told  you 
this  because  you  were  once  close  to  her.  But  you  are  now  my  wife, 
not  her  to-be-confided-in  friend.  You  will  have  to  do  exactly  as  I 
tell  you.” 

“Meaning?  You  mean  I  haven’t  till  now  done  exactly  what  you 
wanted  me  to?” 

“No.  But  please  don’t  repeat  to  anyone  else  what  Bhanumati 
has  told  you.  Understand?  Swear  by  my  flesh-ear-rings!  Not  one 
word  of  this  must  reach  Vrishali’s  ears.” 

“Your  order  has  my  revered  assent!”  she  said,  touching  my  flesh 
ear-rings. 

"Ka-kaV*  Exactly  at  that  time  Minakshi  entered  and  called  me. 
Her  mother — Shon’s  wife  Meghamala — was  upbraiding  her  with 
glaring  looks  because  she  had  the  strange  idea  that  our  privacy  was 
being  disturbed.  She  had  entered  holding  Minakshi’s  arm,  and  she 
turned  to  leave,  still  holding  on  to  her  daughter.  Meghamala  was 
the  perfect  wife  for  Shon.  She  made  it  a  point  to  see  that  no  one 
was  inconvenienced  because  of  her.  To  stop  her  I  called  out  to 
Minakshi:  “Minu!” 

Both  paused.  Shouting  "KakaV*  Minakshi,  whom  I  had 
cuddled  from  babyhood,  ran  towards  me.  She  was  a  sweet  eight- 
year  old,  as  pure  as  a  fountain.  She  clutched  my  fingers  with  her 
tiny  hands  and  said,  *'Kaka,  will  you  come  to  the  village 
temple?” 

“Temple?  Minu,  my  place  of  worship  is  on  the  bank  of  the 
Ganga,  this  time  every  day.  Don’t  you  know?"  1  couldn’t  make  out 
why  she  insisted  on  going  to  a  temple,  so  I  looked  for  clarification 
at  Supriya. 
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“We’re  both  going  to  the  temple,”  explained  Supnya  She 
caught  Mmakshi’s  hand  and  looked  at  Meghamala 
“Why’”  I  asked  as  I  released  my  fingers  from  Minakshi’s  grasp 
“Meghamala  has  taken  a  vow  for  the  welfare  of  your  dear 
brother  The  completion  ceremony  of  the  vow  is  today,  at  the 
temple  of  Uma  My  brother-in-law  Shon  is  really  a  lucky  man’” 
she  laughed,  glancing  in  Meghamala’s  direction 
“Excellent’  How  diligent  you  are  in  the  service  of  your  husband, 
Meghamala’  Shon  is  very  lucky  indeed  Look  at  me — I  have  two 
wives — and  yet — ”  I  joked,  hoping  to  silence  Supnya 
“How  does  one  take  a  vow  for  an  actual  god’  Which  other  god  is 
there’"  Supnya  replied,  with  bowed  head,  leaving  me  answer-less 
It  is  said  that  women  have  blind  faith  This  is  completely  false 
They  are  excessively  commonsensical  In  order  to  find  the 
Supreme  God,  philosophers  like  Ashvatthaman  run  after  the  un- 
manifested,  but  practical  ladies  like  Supnya  find  the  limitless 
Divinity  in  their  husbands  Each  individual  has  a  different  view  of 
God  Ashvatthaman  had  stressed  this  point  to  me  repeatedly — and 
I  had  accepted  it  But  after  heanng  Supnya’s  view  I  expenenccd 
Its  full  truth  There  is  a  great  deal  of  difference  between  the  male 
and  the  female  conceptions  of  God  When  he  sees  no  way  out,  the 
male  glances  up  at  the  vast  and  empty  sky  for  comfort  But  the 
female  at  such  a  time  looks  with  bowed  head  at  the  solid  green 
earth  This  is  the  basic  vanance  the  male  is  attracted  always  to  the 
abstract,  the  female  always  to  the  concrete  The  male  ideal  resides 
in  the  sky,  the  female  in  the  earth 
Supnya  was  weanng  a  new  silk  sari  She  and  Meghamala  made 
their  way  to  the  temple  of  Uma  They  touched  my  feet  Little 
Minakshi  stood  beside  them  Her  mother  Meghamala  chided  her 
and  ordered  her  to  touch  my  feel  with  her  forehead  I  lifted 
Minakshi  up  by  her  arms  and  smelt  her  small  forehead  I  thought 
Life  should  be  as  simple  and  pure  as  Minakshi 
All  three  left  the  palace  My  back  longed  for  the  rays  of  the  sun 
and  would  not  let  me  be  at  peace  in  the  palace  I  also  went  out  with 
a  change  of  clothes 
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I  was  now  forced  to  divulge  to  Duryodhana  what  I  couldn’t  tell 
him  during  the  hunt  The  Pandavas  were  a  thorn  in  the  mind  of  the 
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Maharaja — and  as  for  my  mind,  it  was  all  here  and  there,  confused, 
fluttering  like  a  red  sheldrake  trapped  in  a  submanne  fire  The 
Pandavas— and  only  the  Pandavas— were  responsible  for  the  insult 
that  had  shrouded  my  life's  sky  with  ink-black  clouds  What  Ashvat- 
thaman  had  said  was  true  The  smooth  flow  of  blood  of  childhood 
had  coagulated  into  a  hard  clot  How  even  my  straight  gait  would 
probably  appear  to  the  world  as  crooked  So  wasn't  walking  crooked 
the  nght  thmg  to  do  now’’  My  mind  was  now  devoid  of  all  feehngs  for 
the  Pandavas  Whichever  way,  it  was  time  now  to  put  them  in  their 
place — and  Shakum's  clear  schemes  of  doing  this  appealed  to  me  It 
was  not  possible  for  Dutyodhana  to  rule  the  kingdom  as  long  as  the 
Pandavas  dangled  a  sword  above  his  head  Duryodhana  was  no  nshi 
dedicated  to  the  holy  fire  of  yajtia  rituals 
Soon  after  returning  from  my  argftyo-offenng,  I  sent  word  to 
him  by  Prabhanjana  “I  have  some  important  things  to  discuss” 
— immediately  after  hearing  this,  he  left  the  royal  physician  stand¬ 
ing  and,  hurriedly  bandaging  his  wounded  leg,  sped  like  a  hawk  to 
meet  me  I  was  impressed  by  the  determined  swiftness  of  his  gait 
the  very  first  time  I  laid  eyes  on  him  His  determination  did  not 
always  end  up  in  right  decisions — but  he  alone  among  the 
Kauravas  and  Pandavas  had  this  tremendous  resoluteness  In  my 
opinion  there  were  only  two  who  deserved  to  be  given  the  title  of 
Raja — one  was  Duryodhana,  the  other  Sn  Knshna 
“How  are  you.  Raja  of  Anga^”  he  greeted  me,  easily  resting  his 
mace  beside  a  stone  horse  He  wjped  the  beads  of  sweat  off  his 
forehead  with  his  shawl,  it  was  the  sultry  month  of  Vaisakha 
“Duryodhana  Thinking  I  should  say  something,  I  opened 
my  mouth  But  Prabhanjana  stood  there,  as  always,  like  a  stone 
statue  I  glanced  at  him,  and  stopped  I  didn't  want  my  words  to  be 
heard  by  anyone  except  Duryodhana 

“Prabhanjana'”  Duryodhana's  voice  crackled  like  lightning 
The  stony  servant  seemed  to  disintegrate  The  two  of  us  were  left 
to  ourselves 

“Duryodhana,  is  it  true  what  Grandsire  Bhishma  says,  that  you 
are  afraid  of  the  Pandavas^”  1  asked 
“Kama,  don't  I  know  how  fond  Bhishma  is  of  the  Pandavas^  It's 
a  prejudice  he's  had  for  ages  I  don't  take  his  word  for  even  a 
cowrie  worth  any  mote  His  views  have  led  the  kingdom  of 
Hastinapura  to  its  present  helpless  condition — an  easy  pnze  for 
the  most  powerful  ” 
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“And  to  obtain  that  prize  are  you  going  to  wait  endlessly  for  the 
other  Kaurava  warriors  to  support  you*^” 

“No  But  I  have  given  this  a  great  deal  of  thought,  and  I  see  no 
other  way  out  Where  is  that  massive  rope  with  which  I  can  bind 
the  Meru-mountam  they  call  Bhima'>” 

“Why  worry  about  that’  I  have  decided  to  attack  the  Pandavas 
tomorrow  itself  in  the  Dvaita  forest  If  you  don't  want  to  join,  send 
at  least  your  army  to  reinforce  my  soldiers  Not  just  Bhima,  Kama 
will  wipe  out  all  five  Pandavas  If  you  find  this  hard  to  believe, 
then  ” 

“I  believe  you  only  too  well  Don’t !  announce  everywhere  that 
Kama  and  Duryodhana  are  two  sides  of  the  same  royal  coin’  And 
isn’t  that  the  truth’  I  also  would  like  to  do  what  you  have  planned, 
but  I  don’t  think  the  Pandavas  are  spoiling  for  a  fight  ’’ 

“Why  not’  If  they  are  really  brave,  they  won’t  reftise  a  challenge  ” 
“It’s  not  that  As  soon  as  they  hear  of  our  army's  movements, 
they’ll  withdraw  from  Dvaita  and  enter  some  other  forest  There’s 
only  one  way  we  can  get  them  to  fight  ’’ 

“How’  You  don’t  mean  a  duel’** 

“No  Kama,  they’ll  never  agree  to  a  duel  with  you  There  is  only 
one  way  A  man  gets  irntable  when  poverty  afflicts  him  And  at 
that  time  if  a  spectacle  of  nches  is  presented  before  him,  he’ll  go 
wild  with  anger  ” 

“Meaning’  To  work  him  up  you’ll  go  and  exhibit  your  wealth  m 
that  animal-infested  dense  forest’” 

"Ves,  it  Wirt  be  indeed  an  exhibition  But  an  exhibition  of  fove/y 
maids  all  decked  in  gold  ornaments  My  brothers  will  indulge  in 
water-sports  with  those  maids  in  front  of  tlje  Pandavas — and  then, 
even  if  she  ignores  the  others,  Draupadi  will  angnly  tell  Bhima, 
‘The  maids  who  yesterday  were  pressing  my  feet  are  today  all 
dressed  up  and  playing  water-games  Rather  than  let  me  see  this, 
why  don’t  you  lock  me  up  in  the  thatched  hut  and  set  fire  to  it’’ 
The  only  j^erson  likely  to  g^i  roused  by  this  reproach  is  Bhima,  and 
he’s  stupid  enough  to  let  loose  his  wrath  on  the  maids  ” 

“Duryodhana,  you’re  right  Bhima  will  come  running  I’ll 
drench  all  the  low-lying  ground  around  the  lake  with  his  hot  blood  . 
Cracking  Satyasena’s  crop.  I’ll  tell  him,  ‘Today  I  have  taken  the 
whip  in  my  hand  in  real  earnest,  and  lashed  it  on  the  back  of  the 
wild  horse  that  you  are 

“Raja  of  Anga,  this  is  the  easiest  task  for  you  That’s  why  I  am 
not  taking  anyone  but  you  on  this  unpijblicised  tnp  To  meet  any 
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unforeseen  eventuality,  we’ll  have  some  armed  soldiers  on  foot 
and  some  on  horse  This  is  the  nght  thing  to  do  The  maids 
accompanying  us  will  be  all  from  Indraprastha  Otherwise  how  do 
you  expect  the  fire  of  Draupadi’s  anger  to  flare  up’’” 

“King,  I  was  beginning  to  believe  that  you  followed  only  Uncle 
Shakuni’s  instructions,  but  today  I  have  discovered  that  you  have 
ideas  of  your  own  Very  onginal  ideas — and  intelligent  ones  ” 
“Life  IS  an  arena  of  plans  and  counter-plans  All  of  Hastinapura 
IS  convinced  that  Uncle  Shakuni  tricked  Raja  Yudhishthira  out  of 
his  kingdom,  but  does  it  ever  occur  to  them  that  Yudhishthira 
could  not  have  sat  down  to  gamble  with  the  intention  of  losing’’ 
What  if  we  had  lost?  Would  the  Pandavas  have  continued  to 
respect  us’’” 

“No,  king'  No  more  recalhngs  of  that  gambling  episode'  No 
mote  discussions  of  the  dice  game'” 

I  felt  a  sharp  causeless  pain  stab  my  chest  Something  was 
pricking  me,  upsetting  me  It  seemed  I  was  travelling  further  and 
further  away  from  the  hght  Draupadi'  That  three-syllabled  word 
plunged  inside  me  like  a  three-headed  arrow  No,  no  more  men¬ 
tion  of  that  name'  No  more  heaps  of  discarded  dresses' 

“I  must  leave  now  The  royal  physician  must  be  waiting  for  me,” 
he  said,  rising  from  his  seat  and  looking  at  his  feet 
As  I  gazed  at  his  departing  figure,  I  remembered  the  day  of  the 
contest  in  the  arena  An  exact  duplicate  of  that  anger  and  jealousy 
flared  in  every  pore  of  his  body  Years  pass  Man  continues  to  seek 
security  in  wealth,  marriage,  society,  and  so  many  other  things 
But  his  nature — his  nature  remains  the  same  Some  things  change- 
but  not  his  basic  character 

He  left,  and  my  mind  began  whirling  like  his  mace  All  that  I 
was  doing— was  it  nghU  Was  it  right  to  go  on  this  quiet  trip  in 
order  to  duel  with  the  Pandavas’’  Was  I  detenoratmg  step  by  step 
towards  self-ruin’’ 

Well,  if  1  was — what  was  so  wrong  about  it’’  Didn’t  Sri  Krishna 
himself,  on  the  pretext  of  begging  alms,  advise  Bhima  to  destroy 
Jarasandha’’  The  Pandavas  and  Kama — how  long  could  this 
contest  remain  undecided’’  There  had  to  be  a  limit  to  it  some¬ 
where'  1  wasn’t  a  Pitamaha  like  Bhishma  nor  a  chief  advisor  like 
Vidura  to  see  things  happening  without  doing  anything  1  had 
chosen  ihc  forest  of  Dvaila,  because  that  was  the  only  way  open 
to  me 
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Hundreds  of  gigghng,  bedecked  maids  wound  their  way  to  the 
forest  of  Dvaita,  accompanied  by  Prabhanjana  Many  cunously 
asked  Prabhanjana  where  such  a  throng  of  ornamented  palace 
maids,  specially  selected  for  their  beauty,  could  be  going  He 
pamed  all  such  enquines  with  cursory,  diversionary  answers  But 
at  the  main  gate  he  was  met  by  Pitamaha  Bhishma,  returning  from 
his  daily  morning  ntuals  And  he  had  to  speak  the  truth,  which  he 
did  with  consummate  skill 

“They  are  going  to  the  forest  of  Dvaita  for  water  sports  The  heat 
of  summer  is  unbearable  TTie  order  has  come  from  Prince 
Duryodhana  ” 

“But  why  the  forest  of  Dvaita'^  Go,  tell  Duryodhana  to  meet  me 
soon  ”  Grandsire  Bhishma  was  getting  on  in  years  The  rope  had 
burnt,  but  the  twist  of  authority  remained  He  summoned 
Duryodhana 

"Duryodhana,  where  are  all  these  pretty  palace  maids  going 
he  asked,  lifting  his  white  eyebrows,  as  soon  as  Duryodhana 
amved 

“To  the  forest  of  Dvaita,  for  water-games  ” 

“But  why  the  forest  of  Dvaita  specially  ?  Why  not  the  forest  of 
Khandava,  orVaranavata 

“Oh,  no  special  reason  There  have  been  water  sports  earlier  at 
the  other  two  places  The  forest  of  Dvaita  is  known  for  its  scenic 
splendour,  so  we  chose  it  this  time  ” 

“Take  note  the  Pandavas  are  living  m  that  forest  Don’t  go  and 
create  trouble  with  them — or  you’ll  find  a  watcfy  death  awaiting 
you  at  the  hands  of  dice-dcmented  Bhima  Go,  but  be  careful  ” 
Shrugging  his  shoulders,  Duryodhana  emerged  from  the  Grand- 
sire’s  residence,  like  a  crushed  snake  His  ruddy  face  was  creased 
With  wnnkles,  like  the  waters  of  a  lake  obscured  by  lotus  roots 
“Why,  what  happened'^”  I  asked  him,  noticing  his  displeasure 
“I  can’t  make  out  why,  in  his  declining  years,  the  Grandsire  has 
to  abandon  all  his  meditation  and  lapasya,  his  chanty  and  dharma, 
his  puja  and  pious  recitation,  and  let  his  thoughts  hover  round  the 
Pandavas  all  the  time  He  tned  to  frighten  me  with  threats  of  w  hat 
Bhima  will  do,  and  he’s  ordered  me  not  to  go  anywhere  near  the 
Pandavas  “ 
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“He  was  always  biased  in  favour  of  the  Pandavas,  he  is  that  way 
now,  and  he  always  will  be  Are  you  a  raja  or  not— do  you  have 
any  authority  to  do  anything  at  alP” 

“Kama,  what  Duryodhana  decides  once,  he  decides  once  for  all 
Even  if  death  happens  to  be  wandering  on  the  same  road,  it  does 
not  matter  Arishtasena,  order  the  horsemen  to  leave  for  the 
forest  of  Dvaita  by  the  secret  route  from  the  palace  ”  He  said  this, 
pointing  in  the  direction  of  the  Dvaita  forest  Head  bowed, 
Arishtasena  ran  towards  the  stables 
The  next  instant  we  saw,  like  a  flock  of  dhanchan  birds,  four  or 
five  hundred  horsemen  gallop  from  the  stables  along  the  secret 
route  to  the  Dvaita  forest  We  observed  this  from  the  balcony  A 
cloud  of  hoof-dust  vanished  along  the  Ganga,  reflected  in  the 
waters  We  came  down  the  palace  stairs 
Holding  the  reins,  I  of  my  favourite  horse  Vayujit,  and 
Duryodhana  of  his,  we  leapt  up  on  their  backs  As  soon  as  we 
crossed  the  boundary  walls,  we  decided  to  race  them  like  the  wind 
Vayujit,  with  his  neck  gracefully  curved  like  a  swan’s,  welcomed 
the  first  rays  of  the  sun  as  if  he  was  waiting  for  his  master  to  start 
the  journey  His  white  mane,  so  lovely  that  it  shamed  even  the 
long  tresses  of  a  beautiful  girl,  waved  attractively  as  he  galloped 
He  was  responsive  to  the  minutest  vibration  of  the  breeze,  his  ears 
were  cocked,  fully  alert  He  was  the  finest  of  the  palace  animals 
Uncle  Shakuni  had  brought  him  specially  from  Gandhara  I  had 
chosen  him  for  myself  because  of  his  excellence  I  had  mounted  his 
splendid  back  and  ndden  him  on  many  occasions  That  horse  was 
connected  with  many  bittersweet  memories  for  more  than  half  of 
my  life  Animals  are  more  reliable  and  loyal  than  even  humans — 
this  had  been  proved  to  me  time  and  again 
Smoothly,  swaying  rhythmically,  he  led  me  out  of  the  ramparts 
I  took  silent  leave  with  my  eyes  of  Supnya  who  stood  at  her 
window  woijdenng  where  I  was  bound  Just  as  he  was  about  to 
cross  the  threshold  of  the  mam  gate,  Vayujit’s  two  front  hooves 
twisted  and  he  fell  with  a  thud,  his  chest  hitting  the  ground  This 
had  never  happened  before  With  one  hand  I  pulled  at  the  reins 
while  steadying  my  crown  with  the  other  The  mocking  sandpiper 
of  doubt  shnlled  raucously  near  the  river  bank  of  my  mind,  “An  ill 
omen'^”  Chhee^  Flinging  the  stone  of  patience  at  it,  I  exorcised  it 
Like  a  branch  of  a  tree  swinging  back  to  its  onginal  position  after 
being  pulled  and  released,  Vayujit  promptly  stood  up  again  He 
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shivered  briefly,  swished  his  tail,  and  snorted.  I  lightly  brushed  my 
spur  against  his  belly,  because  I  wanted  to  catch  up  with  Duryo- 
dhana.  In  keeping  with  his  name,  Vayujit  the  “Wind-Conqueror”, 
began  his  triumph  over  the  wind  by  galloping  swiftly. 

25 


The  thick  verdure  of  the  Dvalta  forest  came  within  view.  The 
womb  of  that  massive  forest,  appearing  so  tranquil  from  a 
distance,  harboured  countless  cruel  beasts.  We  alighted  from  our 
horses,  and  proceeded  on  foot,  holding  the  reins.  The  journey  and 
the  body-blistering  heat  of  summer  had  bathed  with  sweat  every¬ 
one’s  royal  vesture.  We  paused  for  a  while  to  rest  under  a  huge 
asan  tree  with  a  stream  nearby.  Tying  the  reins  to  the  trunk, 
Duryodhana  said,  “Kama,  do  you  feel  these  four  or  five  hundred 
horsemen  are  sufficient?” 

“We  haven’t  come  here  to  fight  a  battle.  Today  we’ll  obviously 
have  just  a  duel — not  with  one  but  with  all  five  of  them,”  I  replied 
as  I  entered  the  stream  and  sprinkled  cool  water  on  my  face. 
Driving  his  horse  across  the  shallow  water  of  the  stream, 
Prabhanjana  approached  us  from  the  opposite  bank.  As  he  raced 
his  horse,  the  furrows  that  creased  his  forehead  gave  the  impress- 
■^on  he  was  under  the  shadow  of  a  great  fear.  He  came  near  and, 
without  alighting,  holding  the  reins  as  well  as  his  breath,  he  stood 
in  the  centre  of  the  stream  and  shouted  in  terror,  **Mahara}a, 
Gandharva  ladies  are  sporting  in  the  lake,  and  there’s  a  free-for-all 
going  on  between  them  and  our  maids,  with  neither  side  giving 
in.” 

‘‘Come,  Prabhanjana,  lead  the  way.  We’ll  follow,"  Duryodhana 
raised  his  hand  and  ordered  him  back. 

Our  horses  splashed  through  the  stream  and  dashed  off  in  the 
direction  of  the  Dvaita  forest.  The  overhanging  boughs  struck 
against  our  bare  arms.  Trailing  the  hooves  of  Prabhanjana’s  horse, 
leaving  behind  many  tortuous  paths,  we  came  to  the  lake  in  the 
middle  of  the  forest.  What  wc  saw  in  front  of  us  did  not  make 
sense  to  cither  of  us.  The  Gandharva  ladies  and  the  maids  were 
standing  in  rows  hear  the  lake,  terrified.  Transfixed  and  agape. 
Our  horsemen  W'crc  engaged  in  a  deadly  combat  with  thotuands  of 
Gandharva  soldiers  in  the  open  area.  TTiey  were  oblivious  of  their 
limited  numbers  and  their  abilities.  They  probably  neser  had  the 
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chance  anyway  In  the  centre  of  the  Gandharva  army,  a  tall  and 
handsome  leader  stood  flashing  his  sword  like  lightning  and 
roaring  encouragement  to  his  soldiers 
"Chitrasena'"  Duryodhana  spluttered,  seeing  him  It  was 
indeed  the  Gandharva  leader  Chitrasena  Not  just  the  forest  of 
Dvaita — his  reputation  had  spread  so  hugely  in  all  the  neighbour¬ 
ing  terntones  that  no  rakshasa  m  the  forest  dared  so  much  as  even 
approach  him  Our  maids  had  provoked  his  beloved  wives  and 
thus  invited  themselves  into  a  whole  heap  of  trouble 
Every  second  the  Gandharva  forces  were  inexorably  moving  m 
on  our  valiantly  resisting  soldiers 

“Duryodhana,  smash  that  formation'”  I  said  this  to  him  on  my 
left  while  I  attacked  the  Gandharva  forces  with  my  sword  on  the 
right  There  was  no  time  to  think  things  out 
I  pierced  their  ranks  in  a  swift  sortie  Lunging  fiercely,  I  suc- 
ceded  in  breaking  through  the  Gandharva  circle  and  freeing  my 
soldiers,  but  m  no  time  at  all  other  Gandharvas,  burning  with 
belligerence,  had  re-formed  their  broken  ranks  Suddenly  I  was 
face  to  face  with  Chitrasena,  roaring  his  war-cries  Flushed  with 
rage,  he  looked  like  a  veritable  blood-red  flame-of-the-forest 
“Kama,  retreat  with  your  soldiers,  or  be  ready  to  die  here,”  he 
screamed,  flaring  his  neck-veife 
“Chitrasena,  I  am  Kama  Gusts  of  wind  do  not  move  hills  and 
mountains  Prepare  yourself”  I  was  angered  by  his  arrogant 
pronouncements 

He  bore  down  on  me  funously  As  we  clashed,  the  two  groups 
of  warring  soldiers  separated  For  some  time  we  kept  clanging 
sword  against  sword,  and  sparks  flew  right  and  left  Chitrasena’s 
sword  kept  brashing  against  my  body  repeatedly,  but  not  a  single 
drop  of  blood  oozed  to  quench  his  blood-thirst  The  grass  under 
our  feet  was  crashed  completely  Stopping  suddenly,  Chitrasena 
addressed  his  soldiers  who  were  standing  and  observing  the  duel, 
“This  impenetrable-armoured  warrior  is  Kama  of  Hastinapura 
He  cannot  be  killed  in  sword  fight,  bow-duel,  and  mace  fight 
Surround  him  and  catch  him  alive  ” 

There  was  no  point  in  staying  there  any  more 
“Horsemen,  return  at  once  with  the  maids'”  Before  their 
soldiers  could  surround  me,  I  mounted  Vayujit  who  was  swishing 
his  tail  and  grazing,  and  shouted  this  order  Each  horseman  lifted  a 
maid  up  on  his  steed,  and  all  galloped  behind  me  Thousands  of 
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Gandharva  soldiers  released  iheir  final  volley  of  weapons  on  us 
Their  accurate  aim  knocked  many  of  our  horsemen  down  The 
survivors  galloped  for  their  lives  Once  again,  the  hanging  boughs 
struck  hurtingly  against  us  as  we  left  paths  and  bypaths  behind  us 
The  horses  were  speeding,  the  dust  billowing,  but  my  mind  was  a 
medley  of  confusion  Was  this  a  flight  after  defeat  on  the  battle¬ 
field,  or  a  tactical  retreat  to  offer  protection'’  I  couldn't  make  out 
what  With  what  hopes  I  had  come  from  the  palace,  and  what  was 
I  returning  with*’  Was  the  stumbling  of  Vayujit  at  the  threshold  of 
the  main  entrance  the  first  sign  of  the  beginning  of  my  defeat  and 
failure'’  What  was  it'’  Defeat’’  Flight'’  Retreat'’  Wasn't  it  correct  to 
retreat  if  one  did  not  have  sufficient  forces'’  Supposing  Chitrasena 
had  captured  me'’  Who  then  would  have  retaliated  against  Arjuna 
for  killing  my  son  Sudamana'’  Who  was  my  enemy — Arjuna  or 
Chitrasena'’  I  passed  myself  through  a  sharp  analysis  It  was  essen¬ 
tial  that  I  remain  alive  in  order  to  slash  Arjuna’s  throat  With  each 
hoof-beat  of  Vayujit  many  curves  of  thought  slipped  behind  me 
The  secret  journey,  to  Kama’s  eyes,  was  beginning  to  look  like  a 
malign  manoeuvre  Life’s  horse  was  stumbling  on  the  doorstep  of 
Fame  Defeat' My  first  defeat’ The  result  of  circumstances  What¬ 
ever  the  reason,  to  retreat  is  to  admit  defeat  Kama— defeat' 
Defeat-Kama'  Nothing  seemed  to  make  sense  Or  if  it  did,  my 
mind  refused  to  accept  it  What  would  Duryodhana  think’’  How 
would  he  greet  me'’  Duryodhana*  The  instant  I  recalled  him,  I 
tugged  at  Vayujit’s  reins  We  had  amved  near  the  stream  where 
we  had  earlier  paused  to  rest  I  turned  to  look  behind  me  Duryo¬ 
dhana  was  nowhere  to  be  seen  among  the  fleeing  throng  A  tremor 
of  fear  raced  through  my  mind  Could  it  be  that  Duryodhana  was 
trapped  alone  among  the  Gandharva  soldiers  in  the  confusion  of 
the  battle^  What  if  he  was  hurt*’  How  could  I  show  my  face  in 
Hastmapura'’ 

“Anshtasena,  the  king  has  been  left  behind  Order  the  horses  to 
turn  back  ”  I  raised  my  hand  and  pointed  to  the  forest  of  Dvaita 

“Maharaja,  the  Gandharva  soldiers  are  countless  We  should  go 
to  the  capital  and  fetch  reinforcements  Or  else — ” 

“Or  else  what'’” 

‘  Or  else  none  will  be  left  alive  to  tell  this  m  Hastmapura  ” 

What  he  said  was  correct  I  could  not  decide  what  to  do  If  we 
went  back  to  the  Dvaita  forest,  the  likelihood  was  that  none  would 
make  it  back  to  Hastmapura  If  we  went  to  the  capital,  that  was 
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quite  a  few  yojanas  away  I  sat  down  on  the  black  stone  under 
the  asan  tree  near  the  stream  Nothing  could  be  done  unless  we 
sent  Arishtasena  to  bring  reinforcements  from  the  capital  There 
was  no  sense  either  in  accompanying  him  to  the  city  and  inviting 
ridicule  I  ordered  Arishtasena  to  hurry  to  the  capital  I  was 
neither  m  the  Dvaita  forest  norm  the  capital — I  was  in  Tnshanku’s 
predicament  of  hanging  midspace  Each  second  counted  My 
mind’s  catapult  kept  hurling  thought-stones  all  around  I  sat,  press¬ 
ing  my  head  tightly  Helpless<  Helplessness,  like  a  cruel  cat,  makes 
a  mouse  of  a  man  It  won’t  let  him  die,  and  it  doesn’t  make  him 
live  Without  warning,  today,  it  had  assumed  the  form  of  Chitra- 
sena  and  confronted  me 

Quite  some  time  had  elapsed  smcfe  Anshtasena  left  There  was 
no  trace  of  Duryodhana  There  was  no  point  now  m  waiting  I 
rose,  held  Vayujit’s  reins,  and  decided  to  enter  the  Dvaita  forest 
alone  I  had  no  intention  of  taking  any  horseman  with  me  to  the 
very  threshold  of  death  Kama  was  also  ready  to  accept  any  death 
that  was  about  to  stnke  Duryodhana  at  the  hands  of  the 
Gandharvas  I  leapt  on  my  horse  without  once  looking  back,  ready 
to  enter  Dvaita  My  mind  was  now  composed  and  determined  No 
vacillation  any  more  Vayujit  also  trotted  ahead  with  slow  and  sure 
steps  He  was  on  the  point  of  entering  a  thick  clump  of  shrubbery 
when  Duryodhana  stepped  out  Both  his  hands  were  tied  fast  with 
the  tendrils  of  rameta-creepers  I  was  seeing  him  for  the  first  time 
with  head  bowed  There  are  times  when  fact  is  far  more  fearsome 
than  fiction  His  royal  vestments  were  in  tatters  He  shuffled 
wearily  as  he  came  forward,  like  a  lion  shorn  of  his  mane 

“King'”  Seeing  him  safe,  I  leapt  down  from  my  horse  joyfully, 
and  embraced  him  But  he  did  not  raise  his  head  Swiftly  I  untied 
the  creepers  around  his  hands,  and  said  to  console  him,  “I 
returned  with  the  sole  idea  of  finding  and  treeing  you  ”  Still  his 
lotus-face  refused  to  bloom  His  head,  drooping  like  a  drenched 
branch,  did  not  lift  He  stood  in  front  of  me,  silent,  like  a  stone 
statue  Duryodhana'  He  stood  there,  this  great  mace-wielding 
punisher  of  a  warnor  kingdom,  like  a  lotus  flower  broken  at  the 
stem  Did  even  he  start  having  doubts  about  the  loyalty  of  my 
friendship'^  Did  he  think  that  Kama  had  fled’’ 

“Raja  of  Anga,  I  am  not  going  back  to  Hastmapura  I  am  going 
to  give  up  my  life  under  this  very  tree  ”  Every  word  of  his  sounded 
like  a  heavy  feet-bindmg  chain 
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“Why,  whaj’s  happened'^  A  raja’s  life  is  not  a  dinghy  to  be 
floated  whenever  you  like  down  the  river  of  death  Have  you 
forgotten  your  royal  dharma^” 

“What  royal  dharma*^  What  king*^  What  king  is  it  who  cannot 
live  with  dignity"^" 

“But  what  IS  the  matter^  If  Chitrasena  has  taken  advantage  of 
your  being  alone  and  insulted  you,  I — ’’ 

“No,  Kama  Had  Chitrasena  severed  and  crushed  my  head 
underfoot,  I  would  have  gladly  accepted  that  honourable  death  in 
battle  But — but  I  am  here  in  this  despicable  state  after  begging  for 
my  life  at  the  hands  of  my  enemy  More  horrible  than  death  to  a 
brave  warrior  is  the  death  of  bravery  I  am  not  a  raja,  not  a  mace* 
wielding  hero,  not  even  a  plain  soldier  who  lives  with  dignity  The 
creepers  you  untied  just  now — my  life  is  not  worth  even  the  leaves 
on  them  ” 

“Why  are  you  going  on  like  this^  Who  has  granted  you  the  gift 
of  your  hfe*^  And  how  did  you  get  to  accept  it’” 

“As  soon  as  you  left,  I  found  myself  alone  The  Gandharva 
army  was  all  around  me  Thoiwands  of  Gandharvas  attacked  me 
simultaneously  They  snatched  away  my  weapons,  trussed  my 
arms,  and  made  me  captive  Most  of  them  then  left  the  lakeside, 
shouting  victory  slogans  Chitrasena  and  four  to  five  hundred  foot* 
soldiers  were  taking  me  to  some  unknown  destination,  when  ” 

“What  happened’” 

“It  was  Arjuna  He  challenged  Chitrasena  without  thinking 
twice,  and  and  the  arrows  from  his  Gandiva  bow  obscured  the 
entire  lake  surface  Chitrasena  left  me  and  fled  My  hands  were 
tied,  or  I  would  have  stoppecf  Chitrasena  and  attacked  Arjuna 
myself  After  Chitrasena  had  gone,  he  came  and  stood  in  front  of 
me  T  have  been  instructed  by  Yudhishthira  to  free  you  See  that 
you  don’t  set  foot  in  the  Dvaita  forest  again  ’  Flushed  with  his  false 
victory,  he  said  this  arrogantly,  as  if  the  Dvaita  forest  was  the 
property  of  his  father  Accompanying  him  was  an  ugly-Jooking  son 
of  a  rakshasa  He  has  deposited  me  here  My  liberator  Arjuna  left 
me  trussed  as  I  was  in  order  to  humiliate  me  Tell  me,  Kama,  how 
can  I  show  my  royal  face  in  the  city  now*^  How  can  a  broken- 
winged  Garuda,  king  of  birds,  aspire  to  a  high  peak’  I  am  not 
going  to  move  from  here  You  can  go  ”  TTie  wounds  of  his  mind 
oozed  from  his  mouth  in  blood-words  Never  had  he  faced  such  a 
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crushing  disillusion  His  wrists  had  become  black  with  the 
creepers,  and  his  mind  black  with  Arjuna’s  words  Truly,  only  he 
who  has  the  mind  of  an  emperor  like  Duryodhana  can  understand 
what  fatal  feelings  must  have  passed  through  Duryodhana  when  he 
accepted  the  gift  of  his  life  from  an  enemy  I  had  no  words  to  offer 
him  the  proper  consolation 

“You  must  return  to  the  city  Even  the  Sun-God  who  releases 
such  an  outburst  of  dazzling  energy  has  to  accept  an  occasional 
eclipse  Haven’t  you  seen  how  clouds,  which  are  bom  from  the 
ocean  with  intoxicating  arrogance,  pour  down  showers  of  ram- 
mercy  on  the  very  same  oceant  Who  grants  hfe-gift  to  who  '>  Has 
the  world  considered  Knshna  a  cowardly  fugutive  because  he  ran 
away  from  Mathura  to  Dvanka  when  he  was  harassed  by  the 
seventeen  attacks  of  Jarasandha’’  Has  the  world  considered 
Jamadagni’s  son  Parashurama  as  a  defeated  warrior  because 
Grandsire  Bhishma  humbled  him  in  battle’’  Haven’t  you  heard  of 
Indra,  the  raja  of  the  gods,  who  was  unable  to  save  himself  from 
defeat  and  whom  Maharaja  Nahusha  yoked  to  a  palanquin’’ 
Kshatnyas  don’t  die  sitting  m  one  place  They  are  born  to  sacrifice 
their  life-energy  on  the  blazing  battlefield  of  life  Here,  hold  this  ” 
1  handed  him  the  reins  of  the  horse  brought  by  Anshtasena 
In  a  short  time  Duryodhana  recovered 
“Kama,  the  citizens  call  you  Suta-putra,  the  son  of  a  charioteer 
But  your  words  give  a  very  different  impression  I  will  not  perish 
here  like  an  ant,  like  an  insect  Come  ’’  He  leapt  up  on  the  horse  I 
breathed  a  sigh  of  relief,  and  mounted  Vayujit  We  galloped  in  the 
direction  of  the  city  Dust  swirled  as  their  hooves  stmck  the  earth, 
and  was  absorbed  in  the  thick  verdure  of  the  trees  and  shrubs  I 
felt  at  peace  I  wasn’t  troubled  by  the  bitterness  of  defeat,  the  pain 
of  flight,  or  the  hollow  consolation  of  a  rationalised  retreat  I  was 
as  calm  as  1  had  been  the  first  time  we  returned  from  the  hunt  In 
fact,  a  strange,  unimaginable  sense  of  security  and  well-being 
possessed  me,  for  the  expedition  had  indeed  finally  ended 

As  soon  as  we  reached  the  city,  some  tattling  maid  or  other  was 
sure  to  come  out  with,  “The  Raja  of  Anga  fled  from  battle'”  But 
even  that  did  not  worry  me  My  mind  told  me  that  this  expedition 
could  be  considered  as  one  of  the  numerous  testing  experiences  of 
life — an  unforgettable  test — a  test  that  came  utterly  unexpected 
and  unannounced 
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“Maharaja,  it  is  the  desire  of  Grandsire  Bhishma  that  you  be 
present  in  the  assembly  hall  for  a  meeting  ”  A  servant  of  the  chief 
advisor  Vidura  stood  in  front  of  me,  with  bowed  head,  holding 
something  wntten  on  birch-parchment  Hardly  a  day  had  passed 
since  we  returned  to  the  capital  from  the  forest  of  Dvaita,  and  here 
was  this  message,  from  Grandsire  Bhishma  himself,  to  attend  a 
meeting  called  by  him  Not  message — an  order,  a  summons  to  a 
meeting  called  not  by  the  Maharaja  but  by  the  Grandsire  And 
nothing  was  wntten  on  the  birch-parchment  to  indicate  what  the 
meeting  was  about  For  an  instant  feelings  of  anger  bubbled  inside 
me  I  held  the  parchment  at  an  angle  in  order  to  tear  it — and  as  I 
did  so,  I  saw  the  gold-embroidered  royal  insignia  of  the  Sun  flash 
on  the  silk  cloth  It  was  the  respected  royal  seal  of  the  Kauravas, 
so  impressive  that  all  heads  bowed  automatically  and  traditionally 
before  it  No  matter  how  important  the  person,  he  has  to  bow 
before  the  sign  of  royalty  I  changed  my  mind 

“You  can  go  ”  He  had  brought  the  birch-parchment  message  in 
a  gold  salver  In  that  salver  was  a  ball  of  wax  on  a  wood  base  I 
lifted  the  ball  of  wax  and,  to  indicate  receipt  of  the  message,  i 
pressed  the  signet  ring  on  my  forefinger  on  it  Replacing  the  ball  of 
wax  m  the  salver,  he  bowed  and  took  leave 

The  first  royal  assembly  called  by  Grandsire  Bhishma^  And  a 
special  summons  to  me!  What  was  going  on  m  the  Grandsire’s 
mind"^  As  f  donned  my  royaf  vestments,  my  mind  kept  running  m 
so  many  directions — like  water  off  a  peak  cascading  wherever  it 
finds  convenient  outlets  I  couldn’t  make  out  any  reason  at  all  for 
calling  the  assembly 

As  always,  before  leaving  for  the  assembly  I  touched  Radha- 
mata^s  feet  I  entered  the  packed  hall  with  Duryodhana  All  the 
Kaurava  warriors  were  present,  but  none  seemed  to  know  the 
reason  for  the  meeting  As  soon  as  the  hall  was  filled,  the  minister 
Vrishavarman,  as  was  the  custom,  inaugurated  the  session 
“Today’s  royal  assembly  has  been  summoned  by  Pitamaha 
Bhishma  He  wishes  to  give  some  Kaurava  wamors  serious  warn¬ 
ing  of  an  impending  cnsis  Every  word  of  his  deserves  respectful 
attention  from  all  Whatever  he  says  should  be  heeded  carefully  by 
all  warriors  present,  for  his  aim  is  not  to  belittle  anyone  This  is  not 
the  time  to  launch  into  a  panegync  on  the  sky-shattenng  exploits 
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of  Grandsire  Bhishitia  or  on  his  unparalleled  sacrifices  for  the 
kingdom  of  Hastinapura  However,  none  should  lose  sight  of  the 
fact  that  our  kingdom  has  prospered  as  a  result  of  his  moral 
uprightness,  which  is  as  straight  as  a  flagpole  He  is  the  eldest 
person  in  this  assembly  The  experienced  advice  of  elders  has  a 
therapeutic  value  It  has  the  power  to  root  out  the  unhealthy  urges 
of  the  mmd  Hatred  is  one  such  disease  of  the  mind  Even  the 
magnificent  kingdoms  of  gods  have  been  known  to  be  razed  to  the 
dust  because  the  gods  indulged  m  malady-breeding,  mirage¬ 
making  hatred  Mutual  quarrelling  is  like  biting  one’s  own  tongue 
Those  who  are  wise  and  see  clearly,  quickly  and  cleverly  release 
the  bitten  tongue  Love  and  discipline  are  required,  because  hate 
leads  to  guile,  guile  leads  to  anger,  and  anger  to  war  Wars  are  no 
answers  to  problems,  on  the  contrary,  they  give  rise  to  new  and 
more  complex  problems  That  is  why  the  only  real  dharma  is  love 
and  discipline  Today  we  should  open  our  eyes  and  learn  to  follow 
love  and  discipline,  failing  which  failing  which  the  fire  of  hate 
will  flare  up  on  all  sides  and  consume  everybody  That  is  why  all 
should  listen  calmly  and  attentively  today  to  the  important  and 
profound  advice  of  the  Pitamaha  ”  He  ran  his  tongue  over  his  dry 
"•lips  and  sat  down  Each  word  of  his  made  a  telling  point  He  had 
never  before  made  such  a  soul-touchmg  speech 
For  an  instant  there  was  an  awe  filled  silence  Everyone  could 
guess  what  the  Grandsire  was  going  to  say 
Grandsire  Bhishma  stood  up  Today  he  had  from  the  beginning 
taken  charge  of  the  royal  sceptre  instead  of  passing  it  on  to  the 
hand  of  the  Maharaja  His  frame  was  not  trembling,  as  it  did 
earlier  He  stood  as  firm  as  the  highest  peak  of  the  Himalaya  And 
soon  enough  a  Ganga  and  a  Yamuna  of  words  began  streaming 
from  the  peak  on  the  assembled  warriors 
‘  Heroes'  This  is  the  first  assembly  1  have  called  in  my  life— and 
It  IS  likely  to  be  the  last  I  am  not  facing  you  as  a  warrior  of  the 
Kaurava  race,  nor  as  the  Grandsire,  nor  as  the  disciple  Bhishma  of 
Parashurama,  nor  even  as  a  citizen  of  the  kingdom  from  which  I 
never  took  any  advantage  On  the  contrary,  like  you,  I  am  here  as 
an  ordinary  mortal  on  the  battlefield  of  life,  with  tears  of  victory  in 
one  eye  and  tears  of  defeat  in  the  other  Unlike  you,  I  have 
witnessed  far  more  conflicts  because  of  my  age  My  contem- 
poranes  have  all  disappeared  on  the  journey  that  never  ends,  and  I 
have  stayed  behind  only  for  one  reason — that  I  should 
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communicate  to  you  in  language  that  you  can  understand  the  idea 
that  Nature  has  fashioned  the  mind  of  man  in  such  wondrous  and 
complex  variety  That  day  has  now  come 

“Keep  well  in  mind  that  selfishness  always  makes  a  man  very 
cruel  Harassed  by  hunger,  a  famished  hon  will  attack  any  creature 
to  appease  his  instinct  But  he  will  never  kill  a  fellow  lion  How¬ 
ever,  a  man,  impelled  by  selfishness,  does  not  think  twice  before 
despatching  not  one,  not  two,  but  hundreds  of  thousands  of 
fellow-beings  to  the  jaws  of  death  Man  has  no  right  to  brand  a  lion 
as  VICIOUS,  when  he  himself  is  the  most  savage  of  all  God’s  crea¬ 
tures  Yet  learned  people  consider  man  as  cultured  Man  is  indeed 
superior —  but  when*^  Only  when  he  forgets  his  selfishness  and 
sacrifices  each  drop  of  his  blood  for  others  Or  else,  no  matter  how 
much  he  goes  about  trumpeting  the  virtues  of  dharma,  good  for¬ 
tune,  politics  and  the  rest,  he  is  not  worth  even  two  cownes  The 
worst  curse  on  man  is  the  curse  of  selfishness 

“Trapped  in  terrifying  selfishness,  man  abandons  hard  work  and 
resorts  to  deceit  Imagine  a  scene  in  which  all  humans  in  the  world 
give  up  hard  work  and,  to  pursue  their  evil  designs,  live  by  elevat¬ 
ing  selfishness  as  the  only  intelligent  policy  What  will  you  see*^ 
Only  a  hell — the  hell  that  man  makes  of  this  beautiful  earth  Such 
selfishness  must  at  the  nght  time  be  condemned  That  is  why  I 
have  called  this  assembly 

‘  The  future  of  a  kingdom’s  subjects  is  dependent  on  their  raja 
ft  is  your  misfortune  and  my  misfortune — everyone ’s  mr^rfime — 
that  such  a  deceitful  selfishness  characterises  our  kingdom  today 
Who  can  blame  who*^  All  have  gone  astray  The  primary  and 
unforgivable  blame  is  your  raja’s — Dhntarashtra’s  He  has 
completely  forgotten  the  fact  that  his  dear  brother  Pandu  earned 
the  kingdom  to  the  pinnacle  of  glory  by  his  world  conquest  He  did 
not  once  use  a  single  word  to  stop  his  sons  I  had  heard  that  greed 
for  power  makes  men  blind,  but  your  raja  is  a  living  embodiment 
of  the  opposite  truth  Unfortunately,  this  blind  raja  has  developed 
vision  as  a  result  of  his  lust  for  power  Pushing  his  son,  he  sees 
impossible  dreams  of  his  son’s  coronation  m  broad  daylight  as 
actual  fact  Glory  to  his  royal  determination^ 

“The  chief  minister  Vnshavarman  said  that  the  words  of  elders 
have  a  therapeutic  value — but  1  will  add  that,  no  matter  how  good 
the  medicine  is,  it  is  fruitless  unless  the  patient  takes  care  to  follow 
the  treatment  meticulously  I  ask  in  straight  and  clear  language— 
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Will  Dhntarashtra  open  his  inner  eye,  or  not'^  Will  his  son  Duryo- 
dhana  now  follow  the  path  of  royal  duty,  or  not*^  Will  all  of  you 
here  care  to  deliberate  with  composed  minds  on  the  difference 
between  truth  and  untruth'> 

“Do  any  of  you  recall  how  many  scenes  of  pride  have  been 
witnessed  by  the  royal  assembly  hall  m  which  we  are  today 
gathered'^  This  Hastmapura  of  Maharaja  Hasti  has  been  the 
proud-headed  leader  of  all  Aryavarta  for  hundreds  of  years  This 
throne  of  monarchs  has  been  graced  by  strong  and  noble-hearted 
rulers  like  Kuru  the  son  of  Tapati,  Viduratha  the  son  of 
Shubhangi,  Anashnana  the  son  of  Sampnya,  Pankshit  the  son  of 
Amrita,  Bhimasena  the  son  of  Suvesha,  Pratipa  the  son  of 
Sukuman,  and  Maharaja  Shantanu  the  son  of  my  revered  grand¬ 
mother  Sunanda  The  fanfare  of  their  fame  has  been  increased  by 
the  world-conquest  of  Pandu  And  today*  Today  the  situation  is 
that  every  incident  makes  us  hang  our  heads  in  shame  The  wicked 
insult  meted  to  Draupadi  in  this  very  hall — what  kind  of  express¬ 
ion  of  manliness  was  that'>  What  royal  dharma  is  it  that  justifies  the 
swallowing  of  the  entire  kingdom  established  by  the  Pandavas  by  a 
simple  throw  of  dice  and  drives  them  out  to  beg  for  food  from  door 
to  door‘s  Even  after  all  this,  Duryodhana  refuses  to  rest  content 
Has  Dhntarashtra  uttered  one  syllable  against  this‘>  No  That  is 
why  I  have  to  say  all  this,  almost  out  of  despair 

“Duryodhana,  Duhshasana,  Vikarna,  Chitrasena,  Duhsaba, 
Jaya,  Satyavrata,  Durmarshana,  Purumitra,  Vivamshati — all  you 
mighty  chariot-warrior  hero  sons  of  Dhntarashtra*  Shakuni, 
Ashvatthaman,  Jayadralha,  and  other  wonderful  warriors’  Are  we 
going  to  draw  a  line  somewhere  or  no'^ 

“Duryodhana,  it  is  better  that  you  acquire  glory  as  a  mace- 
wielding  hero  than  that  people  should  brand  you  a  huge  tree  of 
hatred  Remove  all  thoughts  of  the  Pandavas  from  your  mind, 
because  only  yesterday  you  escaped  from  the  forest  of  Dvaita  by 
the  skin  of  your  teeth  as  a  result  of  Arjuna’s  intervention,  not 
Kama’s  The  Gandharva  Chitrasena  has  shredded  all  the  plans 
with  which  you  had  proceeded  to  the  forest  of  Dvaita  Kama  fled 
from  the  field  of  battle  Your  faith  in  Kama  was  misplaced,  has 
Kama  shown  any  glorious  eye-openmg  exploit'^  Arjuna  is  an 
invincible  archer  He  has  even  subjugated  Shiva  himself  who 
assumed  the  form  of  a  hunter  He  even  overcame  Varuna  who 
became  incensed  at  the  time  of  the  establishment  of  Indraprastha 


The  Death-Conqueror 


431 


in  the  Khandava  forest— and  he  obtained  from  Varuna  the 
Gandiva  bow  and  a  quiver  of  indestructible  arrows  It  was  Arjuna 
who  pierced  the  fish  target  m  the  svayamvara  of  Draupadi— and 
only  yesterday,  jeopardising  his  own  life,  he  freed  you  from  the 
clutches  of  the  Gandharva,  and  gave  you  a  new  lease  of  life  It  is 
not  easy  to  defeat  Arjuna  The  Kama  you  take  such  pnde  in  is  no 
match  for  Arjuna  That  is  why  I  have  not  mentioned  Kama  in  the 
list  of  the  chanot-warnors  and  other  heroes 

“Pnnce,  good  or  bad  thoughts  spring  from  the  mind  The  whole 
world  can  be  conquered  easily  at  least  once,  but  it  is  difficult  to 
conquer  the  mind  So,  if  you  are  a  tme  warrior,  first  get  over  your 
hatred  of  Arjuna  Dnve  out  all  greed  for  the  kingdom  The 
Pandavas  and  Kauravas  have  to  stretch  hands  of  cooperation  to 
each  other  if  they  wish  this  kingdom  to  remain  intact  There  is  still 
time  Order  your  general  to  persuade  the  Pandavas  to  return  from 
the  forest 

“If  this  is  not  done,  the  cruel  plans  that  you  are  formulating  one 
by  one  to  liquidate  the  Pandavas,  impelled  by  greed  to  hold  on  to 
the  royal  sceptre,  will  have  consequences  that  will  fall  on  the  lion 
hearted  warriors  who  are  gathered  here  today  in  hundreds  A  cow, 
a  house,  wealth,  the  earth —  the  lives  of  warriors  are  worth  a 
thousand  times  more  than  any  of  these,  because  warnors  are  the 
ones  responsible  for  the  prosperity  of  the  kingdom 

“Duryodhana,  you  are  taking  all  these  brave  men  to  the  brink  of 
the  river  of  Death  It  was  your  idea  to  feed  poison  to  Bhima  It  was 
your  wicked  plan  to  burn  Kunti  and  her  five  Pandava  sons  m  the 
lacquer  hut  in  Varanavata  The  grand  public  show  of  generosity  of 
granting  the  Khandava  forest  to  the  kingdom  demanding 
Pandavas  was  also  your  idea  The  first  hands  to  clap  at  the  winning 
throw  of  dice  by  Shakum  were  yours  You  were  the  mace  wielding 
hero  who  chose  to  bare  his  thigh  to  virtuous  Draupadi,  the  dust  of 
whose  feet  deserves  the  homage  of  our  heads  You  were  the  one 
who  laughed  and  used  your  tongue  to  abuse  the  plight  of  sun 
radiant-pure  Kunti — the  same  tongue  that  should  be  used  for 
chanting  mantras  to  the  gods  at  the  time  of  granting  alms  to  the 
distressed  And — and  you  were  the  one  who  yesterday  took  the 
hand  of  this  lustre  Jess  son  of  a  charioteer  Kama  in  your  hand,  and 
decided  to  taunt  the  Pandavas  with  the  help  of  the  maids  of 
Indraprastha — and  you  were  the  one  who  returned  helpless  after 
the  effeminate  water-sports,  your  hands  trussed  with  creepers 
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“Duryodhana,  Kama'  If  this  royal  sceptre  can  intoxicate  and 
blind  you  and  instigate  you  to  the  extent  of  playing  repeatedly  a 
wicked  game  of  dice,  the  stakes  being  hundreds  of  lives  of 
warriors,  together  with  the  future  glory  of  the  Kauravas,  then  in 
order  to  show  how  trivial  this  sceptre  is  when  compared  to  their 
lives,  I,  Bhishma,  son  of  Shantanu,  will  personally  throw  it  away 
and  prove  my  point  in  front  of  you  and  all  this  assembly  of 
warriors  ” 

Raising  his  hand,  he  tossed  the  golden  sceptre  in  the  centre  of 
the  hall  It  clattered  along  the  floor  and  came  to  rest  at  Duryo- 
dhana’s  feet  Duryodhana  and  the  other  warriors  rose  as  if  struck 
by  lightning  I  was  the  only  one  who  remained  seated,  with  a 
depressed  mind  The  tree-iall  hero  who  had  hurled  the  sceptre 
stood  there,  trembling  Drops  of  sweat  gleamed  in  the  furrows  of 
his  wrinkled  forehead 

The  contest  in  the  arena,  the  piercing  of  the  fish  target  m 
Kaihpilya,  the  killing  of  Shishupala  in  Indrapraslha,  and  the  dis¬ 
robing  of  Draupadi  in  this  very  hall — none  of  these  had  so  stirred 
me  as  what  1  saw  today 

A  ripple  of  thoughts  swept  through  me  as  1  watched  the  slowly 
rolling  sceptre  I  rushed  forward,  picked  up  the  sceptre,  and  held  it 
aloft  Mixed  feelings  bubbled  out  from  the  eyes  of  the  gathering 
What  would  I  do  next'’  What  would  be  my  next  move*’ — they 
asked  silently 

“Sit  down’”  I  waved  my  command  like  a  mace  They  sat  down 
again,  fike  an  ocean  wave  retreating  The  blood  in  my  veins 
coursed  faster  The  corners  of  my  eyes  were  red  like  a  ritual  fire  at 
a  yajna  Someone  was  blowing  a  conch  of  words  in  the  battlefield 
of  my  ears — someone  was  saying,  in  a  swelling  voice,  “Kama  is  no 
match  for  Arjuna  Lustre-less,  vanquished,  fleeing  Kama’  Has 
Kama  shown  any  glorious,  eye-opemng  exploit"’  Arjuna  is  the 
invincible  archer  ” 

Placing  one  hand  on  my  ear  and  waving  my  other  raised  hand,  1 
shouted  with  all  the  strength  1  had,  “I  am  not  lustre-less  I  did  not 
flee  the  battle  I  will  show  the  Grandsire  who  declares  ‘Kama  is  no 
match  for  Arjuna’  that  in  fact  Arjuna  is  no  match  for  Kama  If  the 
number  of  battles  won  is  the  only  test  of  heroism,  1,  the  son  of  a 
charioteer,  will  make  this  royal  sceptre  rule  all  Aryavarta — I  will 
do  this,  however,  not  as  the  Raja  of  Anga,  nor  as  a  friend  of  Raja 
Duryodhana,  nor  even  as  a  warrior  of  this  assembly  of  Kaurava 
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heroes  I  will  make  all  the  countnes  and  kings  whom  the  chief 
minister  can  name  bow  their  heads  before  the  holy  sceptre  that 
you  see  in  front  of  you  As  soon  as  the  monsoon  rain? give  over,  I 
will  march  out  of  the  capital  with  this  royal  sceptre — on  a  world- 
conquest  the  likes  of  which  have  not  been  witnessed  yet  by  any¬ 
one  I  will  set  foot  again  in  Hastinapura,  city  of  Maharaja  Yayati, 
only  after  completing  my  mission  of  glory — failing  which,  I  will 
sacrifice  my  hfc  on  the  battlefield  But  I  do  not  wish  to  be 
misunderstood — in  front  of  all  I  declare  very  clearly  that  I  will  not 
in  my  intoxication  of  victory  march  against  Sri  Knshna’s  Mathura 
and  Dvanka  I  am  not  announang  this  out  of  fear  of  defeat  or  death, 
but  I  do  not  see  any  reason  why  I  have  to  explain  my  decision 
Yes,  It  is  true  that  this  exception  applies  to  Sn  Krishna  only  Let 
no  one  m  future  make  any  comparisons  between  Kama  and 
Arjuna  The  challenge  that  I  threw  in  the  contest  is  still  valid 
Without  Sn  Krishna,  Arjuna  is  like  a  broken  sword  Similarly,  the 
accusations  levelled  by  Grandsire  Bhishma  against  Duryodhana 
are  prejudiced  How  is  it  that  the  Grandsire  conveniently  over¬ 
looked  the  Bhima  who  in  childhood  dunked  the  heads  of  Duryo- 
dhana’s  four  brothers  till  they  almost  drowned,  on  the  pretext  that 
he  was  playing  water-games  with  them'^  Has  he  forgotten  the 
mocking  taunt  hurled  at  me  by  Bhima  in  the  arena  when  Bhima 
said,  ‘Hold  a  whip  in  your  hand’*^  What  happened  to  the  Grand- 
sire’s  sense  of  justice  at  the  time  of  the  Rajasuya  Yajna  when  he 
ordered  Prince  Duryodhana  to  count  and  keep  tally  of  the 
animals'^  Does  he  recall  the  words  of  Draupadi,  ‘Blind  fathers 
breed  blind  sons’*^  And  yesterday — yesterday  it  wasn’t  Arjuna 
who  on  his  own  saved  Duryodhana  from  the  Gandharva — Arjuna 
was  merely  following  the  orders  of  Yudhishthira  Otherwise  would 
he  have  cut  the  creepers  that  tied  Duryodhana'^  It  seems  to  me 
that  a  reconciliation  of  the  Kauravas  and  the  Pandavas  is  as  im¬ 
possible  as  a  reconciliation  of  day  and  night 

“Grandsire  Bhishma  says  that  this  royal  sceptre  is  a  trivial  thing 
In  my  opinion,  this  sceptre  is  greater  even  than  the  kingdom  of 
heaven  He  himself  fought  a  fierce  battle  with  his  guru 
Parashurama,  son  of  Jamadagni,  for  establishing  the  spotless  sway 
of  this  sceptre  He  might  have  forgotten  this  fact,  but  we — at  least 
I — have  not  forgotten  Being  eldest  of  the  elders,  who  can  dispute 
the  fact  that  Grandsire  Bhishma  will  not  be  the  first  to  bow  before 
the  royal  sceptre  of  his  ancestors'^ 
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“Thick  webs  of  grass  abound  in  forests  But  only  diirva-grass  is 
offered  to  a  deity  Mountains  there  are  many  in  this  world,  but  the 
Himalayas  remain  the  Himalayas  Women  there  are  many,  but 
one  touches  the  feet  only  of  one’s  mother  In  Hastinapura  are 
many  warriors,  but — but  only  Grandsire  Bhishma  has  the  courage 
to  throw  away  the  sceptre  The  sky  is  studded  with  many  flaming 
bodies,  but  there  is  only  one  Sun-God  Similarly,  there  is  only  one 
supreme  sceptre — this  one  That  is  why  I  have  come  and 
announced  my  challenge  of  world-conquest  by  stepping  forward 
and  holding  it  aloft  I  will  never  allow  it  to  fall  again  on  the 
ground  If  such  a  situation  should  ever  arise,  sword  will  clash 
against  sword,  maces  emit  sparks,  arrows  fall  in  showers,  chakra- 
missiles  sweep  the  region,  rivers  of  blood  flow,  but  this  royal 
sceptre  will  stay  above  them  all,  because  it  is  the  sceptre  of  the 
Kauravas,  of  Hastinapura,  of  our  tradition  That  is  why  I  have 
held  It  in  my  hands  Grandsire  Bhishma  flung  it  away  with  the 
strength  of  despair,  with  the  strength  of  certainty,  and  vowing  by 
the  grace  of  his  feet,  I  will  raise  it  as  high  as  the  sky,  after  the 
monsoon  gives  over  ”  My  body  was  trembling  What  I  said,  how  I 
said  It,  how  long — I  had  no  idea  My  body  seemed  to  be  aflame 

“Glory  to  Angaraja’” 

“Victory  to  him’” 

The  assembly  shook  with  the  acclamations  My  hands  trembled 
with  my  mixed  feelings 

“Quiet’”  Someone  touched  my  hand  that  held  the  sceptre  It 
Duryudhana  Wrffi  fiis  other  hand  he  was  signafhng  everyone 
to  be  calm  When  they  quietened,  he  said  something  important  m 
a  few  words 

“I  will  place  four  fully  equipped  akshauhtm  armies  at  the 
command  of  my  dear  friend  Kama  when  he  marches  out  on  his 
mission  of  world-conquest  This  sinking  force  of  87,480  chariots, 
and  as  many  elephants,  206,440  superior  horsemen,  and  437,400 
foot  soldiers — making  a  total  strength  of  874,800  After  this 
monsoon,  the  glory  of  the  Kauravas  will  exceed  whatever  water 
there  is  m  the  rivers,  it  will  swell  like  the  ocean  itself  I  dismiss  for 
the  first  time — as  the  Grandsire  summoned  for  the  first  time — this 
royal  assembly  All  the  itlustnous  invitees  can  leave  now  ”  He 
respectfully  took  the  sceptre  from  my  hand  From  now  on  it  would 
remain  in  his  hand 
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Torrential  ram  deluged  the  ramparts,  turrets, 
domes  and  spires  of  the  capital  With  the  onset  of  the  monsoon,  the 
open-air  military  displays  with  spears,  javehns,  maces  and  swords 
automatically  stopped  The  daily  routine  slowed  down  Peasants 
could  be  seen  going  to  the  fields  for  sowing  and  ploughing  m  the 
morning  and  evening  with  small  make-do  umbrellas  of  palasha- 
leaves  The  rainy  months  of  Ashada  and  Shravana  passed  Alluvial 
soil  from  the  plains  mixed  muddily  with  the  frothing  waters  of  the 
Ganga  Fine  spray  that  scattered  from  the  foaming  waves  of  the 
Ganga  washed  clean  the  green  leaves  of  nee  plants  on  both  banks 
My  heart  also  bnmmed  with  happiness  when  I  heard  of  my  valiant 
brother's  vow  to  embark  on  a  campaign  of  world-conquest  The 
palace  hummed  with  only  one  topic  of  discussion  the  World- 
Conquest  of  the  Raja  of  Anga  All  were  waiting  for  the  Ganga’s 
waters  to  subside  My  brother  stood  for  hours  on  end  near  the 
window  observing  the  Ganga’s  level  going  down  steadily  day  by 
day  In  the  furnaces  of  iron  foundnes,  hundreds  of  ironsmilhs  busily 
fashioned  sheaths,  arrows,  axes,  javehns,  swords  and  other  war 
weapons  Syces  smeared  preventive  ointments  on  the  hooves  of  the 
horses  to  guard  against  any  outbreak  of  monsoon  infections 
Shipwrights  worked  hard  at  building  boats  of  tough  saga  timber  I 
was  in  charge  of  looking  after  my  brother’s  steed  Vayujit 

The  months  of  Bhadrapada  and  Ashvina  also  passed  The  inten¬ 
sity  of  rainfall  decreased  considerably  The  heaving  reservoir  of  the 
Ganga,  having  lovingly  gifted  its  tumultuous  waters  to  the  ocean, 
became  level  once  again  Seedlings  in  the  fields  sprouted  The  dnp- 
drop  of  ram  ceased  on  tree  leaves  The  whistling  wind  faded  m  the 
distance,  as  if  seeking  the  source  of  its  music  The  entire  earth  was 
dressed  in  the  soft-green  enchantment  of  new  shoots  The  month  of 
Kartika  ended,  and  birds  beat  wings  once  again  After  the  long 
absence  of  five  months,  the  rays  of  the  sun  felt  the  white,  clean  tops 
of  the  palace  again  The  rains  were  over  Pigeons  and  bharadvajas 
circled  once  again  near  the  laughing  fields 
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One  day  brother  and  I  went  to  inspect  the  level  of  the  nver  It 
was  possible  now  to  ferry  across  in  boats  The  horses  in  the  stables 
neighed  and  scratched  holes  in  the  earth  with  their  restless  hooves 
The  auspicious  time  of  the  world-conquest  arrived  The  exact  time 
of  commencement  was  calculated  by  the  royal  astrologers  The 
fifth  day  of  the  bright  fortnight  of  the  month  of  Margashirsha  was 
chosen 

On  the  fourth  day  of  the  bright  fortnight  all  the  warriors, 
soldiers,  burden-bearers,  and  workers  were  ordered  to  be  ready 
My  mind  was  awash  with  eagerness  Brother  was  about  to  embark 
on  a  mission  of  world-conquest'  All  of  us  used  to  crown  him  on  a 
stone  throne  when  he  was  young  Indeed,  he  had  become  stone- 
firm  and  brought  glory  to  the  kingdom  of  Anga  and  now,  now  he 
was  going  to  achieve  his  world  conquest  and  sit  on  the  love-throne 
of  the  hearts  of  all  the  warriors  The  Raja  of  Anga'  Kama'  Chhee^ 
He  was  my  Vasu-bhaiya  Vasu-bhaiya  would  chew  the  rajas  of  the 
world  like  blades  of  grass  between  his  teeth  and  force  them  into 
submission  I  was  to  be  his  charioteer  in  his  world-subjugating 
campaign  A  hundred  princes,  Uncle  Shakum,  Ashvatthaman, 
Jayadratha,  the  general — he  was  not  taking  the  help  of  any,  but 
venturing  out  alone,  with  one  exception — me  His  relationship 
with  me  was  something  that  stretched  from  birth  to  birth  He  had 
flesh-ear-nngs,  his  body  glowed  golden,  his  cheeks  were  like  red 
gurahala  flowers,  his  eyes  were  deep  dark-blue,  and  his  teeth  were 
enchanting  white  I  was  dark-complexioned,  but  1  never  even  by 
mistake  regretted  this  fact  On  the  contrary,  I  had  never  forgotten 
the  reassurence  he  once  gave  me  in  boyhood 

He  had  said,  “I  will  fly  higher  and  still  higher,  like  the  king  of 
birds  Garuda,  so  high  that  you  will  not  be  able  to  even  see  me  ” 
The  mission  of  world-conquest  was  going  to  be  his  highest-flying 
adventure,  because  I  was  by  now  familiar  with  his  determined 
nature  All  that  he  needed  was  an  incentive  to  put  his  confidence 
in  action  And  Grandsire  Bhishma  had  provided  proof  of  that  in 
the  royal  assembly  No  one  could  now  come  in  the  way  of  his 
world  conquest  No  matter  what  happened,  he  would  stick  by  his 
resolve  and  return  to  Hastinapura  only  after  he  had  succeeded  in 
his  mission  of  making  the  Kaurava  sceptre  dominate  all  Aryavarta 
The  fourth  night  of  the  bnght  fortnight  seemed  to  pass  with  the 
slowness  of  a  whole  yuga  A  wamor  on  the  eve  of  battle  is  even 
more  restless  than  a  mother  eager  to  meet  her  son,  or  a  wife 
yearning  for  her  husband 
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And  so  the  epoch-making  fifth  day  of  the  bright  fortnight  of 
Margashirsha  arrived  All  were  delighted  by  the  good  omen  of  a 
darshan  of  the  bharadvaja  birds  Horsemen,  elephant-warnors, 
foot-soldiers,  chariot-heroes,  and  chariot-leaders  gathered  in  the 
ranks  on  the  ground  outside  the  palace  They  would  soon  march 
through  kingdom  after  kingdom  The  Raja  of  Anga  was  on  the 
point  of  departing  from  the  Hastinapura  of  the  Kauravas  on  his 
plan  of  world-domination  The  two  of  us,  Kama  and  Shon,  who 
used  to  collect  seasheils  to  show  as  wealth  to  Radha-mata  were 
now  going  to  offer  at  her  feet  cart-loads  of  diamonds,  rubies, 
pearls,  cat’s-eyes,  onyx,  and  coral  And  yet  she  would  surely 
repeat  to  Bhaiya,  “Vasu,  dunng  this  world-conquest,  you  didn't 
step  m  the  Ganga,  did  you,  Vasu'^”  We  were  simple  folk  we  loved 
each  other  equally  m  poverty  and  prosperity 
The  soft  blowing  of  trumpets  from  dawn  onwards  could  be 
heard  m  every  part  of  the  palace  The  triangular  royal  silk  flag  of 
the  Kauravas,  which  had  been  stored  during  the  monsoon  in  a 
box — the  same  flag  that  had  been  scrupulously  safeguarded  since 
the  reign  of  Nahusha — was  now  decorated  with  flower  garlands  by 
Vidura  and  hoisted  atop  the  palace  pinnacle  The  sun  flooded  the 
east,  and  the  flag  glowed  in  the  bnght  light,  fluttenng  in  the 
breeze,  as  if  surveying  all  the  rajas  in  its  sweep  of  vision  and  telling 
them  “Be  warned*  The  impenetrable-skin-armoured,  flesh-ear- 
nnged  hero  of  Hastinapura  is  on  the  march*  Surrender  or  face 
death  on  the  field — ^you  have  no  other  choice  Be  warned*” 

Bhaiya  woke  at  dawn  and  inspected  the  army  He  gave  special 
instructions  to  the  horsemen  and  the  elephant-warnors  regarding 
the  crossing  of  the  nver  He  explained  to  the  foot-soldiers  how, 
after  surrounding  an  elephant-formation,  they  should  pierce  their 
way  through  to  attack  the  enemy’s  mam  body  He  told  the  army 
cooks  to  stress  meat  instead  of  nee  He  added  that  attention 
should  be  paid  to  the  serving  of  the  nght  amount  of  liquor  after 
meals  in  order  to  keep  the  soldiers  on  their  toes 
Even  a  glimpse  of  him  moved  the  soldiers  tremendously  As  he 
walked  down  the  ranks,  some  soldiers  came  forward  and  touched 
his  golden,  pointed  feet  with  deep  shraddha  His  lightest  touch,  a 
single  word  from  him,  even  his  physical  nearness  was  an 
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overwhelming  expenence  Merely  the  magnetic  personality  of  a 
military  leader  is  enough  to  impress  and  inspire  the  entire  rank  and 
file  of  an  army 

After  the  inspection,  he  proceeded  alone  to  the  Ganga  to  make 
the  arghyo-offenng  That  was  his  life’s  vow  Offenng  anyo/i  with 
his  hands  and  shraddha  with  his  eyes  to  the  rising  sun,  he  returned 
soon  to  the  palace  The  mandala  of  his  face  had  the  golden  glow  of 
a  full  blown  sunflower  Tlie  ted  of  his  cheeks  shamed  even  the 
blood-red  blossoms  of  the  flame-of-the-fotest  His  dark-blue  eyes 
emitted  the  rays  of  his  arghya  piety  His  ear-nngs  shore  like  npe 
kokama-iiMiX^ 

The  purohita  consecrated  him  general  of  the  army,  as  was  the 
custom,  by  chanting  mantras  and  spnnkling  water  from  the  holy 
nvers  on  his  head  Raja  Duryodhana  smilingly  tied  a  garland  of 
tuberoses  on  his  wnst  Guru  Drona’s  son  Ashvatthaman  placed  a 
specially  crafted  steel  helmet  on  his  head  The  soldiers  showered 
ananta,  parijata,  champak  and  other  flowers  on  their  beloved 
general  Dressed  in  steel  coat-of-mail  which  covered  his  whole 
body,  he  visited  every  palace  in  the  royal  complex  in  order  to 
receive  the  blessings  of  elders — Pitamaha  Bhishma,  Maharaja 
Dhritarashtra,  Queen  Mother  Gandhan  Devi,  the  seniormost 
minister  Vidura,  Guru  Drona  In  front  of  all  of  them  he  bowed  his 
head  with  humility  and  devotion  to  receive  their  blessing  Finally 
he  stood  in  front  of  the  Queen  Mother  and  father  My  sister-in-law 
Vnshali  perrormed  arati  before  us  with  glowing  clay  lamps  With 
trembling  fingers  she  placed  kumkum  tilaks  on  our  foreheads  As 
she  spnnkled  rice  grains  on  our  heads,  her  eyes  became  moist 
Dabbing  them  with  her  left  hand  which  held  a  corner  of  her  dress, 
she  said  softly,  “I  will  need  news  of  you  every  week  You  are  my 
brother  in  law  Devara,  see  that  this  gels  done  ” 

‘  Vnshali,  look  after  Supnya  See  that  our  sons  go  regularly  to 
the  gymnasium,”  Bhaiya  said  in  a  gentle  yet  serious  tone  He 
looked  at  her  and  silently  advised  her  to  bear  her  separation  and 
sorrow  bravely 

Advancing,  we  paid  our  respects  to  father  and  mother  Pulling 
Bhaiya  towards  her,  Radha-mata  said,  “Vasu,  never  remove  your 
armour  from  your  body  Never  leave  Shatruntapa  alone  ”  She 
never  addressed  me  as  Shon  but  as  Shatruntapa,  the  “Harasser  of 
Enemies  ’ 
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“Mother,  what  have  I  to  fear  who  have  the  armour  of  your  grace 
and  an  impenetrable  skin’  Grant  us  your  blessings,”  Bhaiya  said 
humbly  Mother  smelt  our  heads  Bhaiya  ran  his  fingers  lovingly 
through  the  long  curly  hairs  of  Vnshasena,  Prasena,  Bhanusena, 
Chitrasena,  Sushena  and  Vnshaketu  Picking  my  daughter  high 
up,  he  said,  “Minu,  tell  your  father  to  drive  my  chanot  properly 
We'll  bring  back  a  handsome  husband  for  you  " 

“Uncle,  what’s  a  husband’”  she  asked,  touching  his  flesh-ear- 
nngs  We  laughed 

Repeatedly  holding  back,  with  great  effort,  our  tears,  we  took 
leave  of  our  family  members 

My  eyes  said  to  Meghamala,  “I  must  go  now  ”  She  did  not  wish 
others  to  see  her  wiping  her  tears,  so  she  stepped  behind  the  door 
We  turned  to  face  the  army  There  was  no  looking  back  now  The 
noose  of  domestic  affection  always  tries  to  strangle  heroism,  one 
has  to  break  free  sooner  or  later  As  I  gazed  at  the  royal  banner 
fluttenng  atop  the  palace,  I  had  the  impression  that  it  was  telling 
me'to  do  exactly  that  A  gold-studded  saddle  had  been  placed  on 
milk-white  Vayujit  Bhaiya  leapt  on  it  with  ease  Duryodbana  and 
Ashvatthaman,  standing  at  the  head  of  the  army,  were  the  only 
ones  escorting  us  to  the  bank  of  the  Ganga  They  also  mounted 
their  horses  Passing  the  warflag  of  the  Kauravas  m  my  hand, 
Bhaiya  cast  of  glance  at  the  long  lines  of  fully-armed  elephant- 
wamors,  horsemen  and  foot-soIdiers  Assured  that  all  was  well,  he 
raised  the  royal  sceptre  and  shouted  out  the  way  to  the  soldiers 
"On  to  the  kingdom  of  Panchala’” 

He  appeared  to  me  to  be  the  Sun-God  himself  on  the  eastern 
honzon  He  clamped  his  thighs  tight  around  Vayupt  and  dug  his 
heels  in — and  instantly  the  horse  flapped  its  tail  and  trotted  ahead 
Simultaneously  a  cacophony  of  conchshells,  large  drums,  trumpets 
and  tomtoms  burst  forth 

Shouts  of  victory  from  the  advancing  ranks  of  the  army  of  four 
akshauhmis  shook  the  ramparts  of  the  palace 
“Kama,  Raja  of  Anga'” 

“Victory  to  him'” 

The  royal  sceptre  of  the  Kauravas  glinted  in  the  sunlight 
Vayujit  emerged  from  the  wide-open  mam  gate  By  coincidence  a 
white  cow  happened  to  come  in  front  of  Bhaiya  exactly  then  He 
reined  in  Jumping  off,  he  paid  homage  by  touching  her  hooves 
With  a  jerk  he  tore  off  the  queen-of-the-night  garland  from  his 
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wrist  and  placed  it  respectfully  at  her  black  hooves  For  an  instant 
he  touched  her  white  forehead  with  the  royal  sceptre  of  the 
Kauravas  Seeing  this,  the  rcady-for-battle  soldiers  again  burst 
into  acclamation 

“General  of  the  army,  Maharaja  Kama*” 

“Victory  to  you’” 

My  chest  swelled  with  pnde  I  had  never  expenenced  such  a 
stirring  sight  before  We  were  chanoteer’s  sons,  yet  we  were  today 
proudly  commanding  an  army  of  brave  Kshatriyas  And  they  were 
applauding  us  to  the  skies  with  vociferous  approval'  They  were 
actually  running  behind  us’  In  no  time  at  all  we  arrived  at  the  bank 
of  the  Ganga  The  ferrymen  who  had  been  sent  in  advance 
lowered  hundreds  of  strong  boats  from  the  backs  of  elephants 
Swiftly  guiding  them  to  the  water,  they  held  the  oars  The  eager 
foot-soldiers  in  no  time  at  all  were  taken  over  to  the  other  bank 
The  horses  and  elephants  swam  across  Soon  the  entire  army  had 
been  ferned  across  Only  the  four  of  us  remained  behind  Dis¬ 
mounting  from  Vayujit,  Bhaiya  embraced  Duryodhana  tightly 
While  embracing  Ashvatthaman,  he  said,  “Son  of  my  guru,  what 
you  had  said  is  true  Man's  life  is  indeed  like  a  drop  of  dew  Every 
person  does  the  best  he  can  to  cast  the  rays  of  his  glory  on  the 
world  With  your  blessings,  1  will  return  as  World-Conquering 
Kama  after  my  mission  of  world  conquest  ” 

“Kama,  I  am  convinced  you  will  succeed  Go,  my  blessings  are 
always  with  you  ”  Drona’s  son  raised  his  hand  The  ends  of  his 
head  band  fluttered  in  the  breeze  His  eyes  had  become  moist 
‘  I  take  your  leave  then  ” 

Leaving  Vayujit  to  swim  across,  we  climbed  into  the  boat  and 
raised  our  hands  They  stood  silent  on  the  wet  sand  and  waved 
We  left  Hastinapura  far  behind  The  waves  of  the  Ganga  buffeted 
our  boat,  as  if  bidding  us  farewell,  “Kama’  Shon’’  In  the  far 
distance,  the  royal  flag  on  the  palace  fluttered  grandly 
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The  crossing  of  the  Ganga  was  over,  and  the  excitement  of  the 
world  conquest  began  The  first  aty  in  the  east  happened  to  be 
Bhadravat,  twenty  yojanas  away,  ruled  by  Raja  Shvetaparna  His 
spies  had  given  him  advance  warning  of  our  mission  To  avert 
bloodshed,  he  ordered  welcome  arches  to  be  decorated  with 
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mango  leaves,  and  received  us  personally  with  his  minister,  offer¬ 
ing  diamonds,  rubies  and  other  gems  in  a  gold  platter  The  world- 
conquest  had  started  auspiciously  with  a  surrender  We  stored  his 
wealth-offerings  in  carnages  and  continued  advancing  eastwards 
After  leaving  Shevetaparna’s  kingdom  we  had  to  re-cross  the 
Ganga  in  order  to  set  foot  in  the  kingdom  of  Panchala  The  most 
arduous  part  of  the  campaign  lay  m  crossing  the  rivers,  for  which 
reason  we  had  arranged  for  a  specially  strong  naval  contingent, 
which  consisted  mostly  of  excellent  swimmers  and  tall,  sturdy 
fishermen  This  contingent  was  not  expected  to  take  part  m  actual 
warfare,  indeed,  at  times  of  battle,  its  members  passed  their  time 
resting  in  camp  tents  Their  mission  was  to  reconnoitre  various 
territories  and  cleverly  find  out  which  nvers  were  fordable  where, 
and  keep  the  flotilla  of  boats  in  constant  repair 

A  separate  contingent  consisted  entirely  of  cooks  They  and  the 
cremators  of  the  dead  did  not  panicipale  m  actual  battle  They 
were  used  by  the  regular  soldiers  as  an  essential  convenience,  like 
a  shield  Our  world-conquenng  army  was  a  metropolis  on  the 
move,  a  cross-section  of  all  human  types  And  all  had  total  faith  in 
the  ability  of  their  general  The  entire  army  was  a  paragon  of 
discipline  and  dedication 

We  marched  on  Panchala  with  the  speed  of  wind  Dnipada  was 
the  Raja  there — father  of  Draupadi,  (he  wife  of  the  Pandavas  His 
son,  Pnnce  Dhnshtadyumna,  would  never  accept  our  supre¬ 
macy — he  had  to  be  humbled  on  the  field  The  march  took  seven 
days  Our  tents  dotted  the  countryside  Every  we  glimpsed 

the  heart-touching  beauty  of  nature  Our  soldiers  revelled  in  the 
swaying  floral  procession  of  kumbha  blossoms,  kamarakas, 
kumkuma,  satona,  halavana,  flame-of-the-forest,patfl/fl  and  other 
trees  No  matter  how  much  temlory  we  covered,  no  one  seemed 
to  tire  Neither  hot  nor  cold,  the  invigorating,  even-temperatured 
weather  stimulated  our  dreams  of  victory  The  tenth  day  after  we 
left  Hastinapura  saw  us  again  on  the  bank  of  the  Ganga  Bhaiya 
handed  the  royal  sceptre  to  me,  dismounted,  knelt,  and  offered 
obeisance  to  the  massive  presence  of  the  Ganga 

“Shon,  Ganga  is  not  a  nver  She  is  a  mother  I  realise  this  every 
day  Why,  I  don’t  know  Remember,  in  Champanagan,  in  my 
boyhood,  I  used  to  stare  fixedly  at  her  waves,  while  you  were  busy 
collecting  seashelJs  ”  Bhaiya  brought  the  memory  back 
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“Yes  I  remember  once  m  Champanagan  you  stood  in  the 
Ganga  all  night  And  Radha-mata  asked  you  about  it  again  and 
again  when  you  returned  home  early  m  the  morning  Tell  me, 
Bhaiya,  what  is  it  that  makes  you  so  attracted  to  the  Ganga*^” 
“Royal  swans  are  attracted  to  the  Manasarovara,  garurfn-birds 
are  fascinated  by  mountain-peaks,  lightning  bolts  are  drawn  to  the 
sky — why*^  Who  knows'^  None  Shon,  I  will  never  be  able  to 
explain  why  I  am  pulled  so  intensely  to  the  Ganga  Look  ”  He 
opened  the  silver  amulet  tied  to  his  arm  and  placed  it  before  me 
“Radha-mata  gave  me  this  amulet  at  the  time  of  leaving  Champa- 
nagari  Why*^  Why  did  she  give  me  only  this  tiny  amulet*^  Can  you 
tell  me*^”  He  washed  the  amulet  in  the  waters  of  the  Ganga  as  he 
asked  me,  as  he  turned  for  an  answer,  the  amulet  fell  into  the 
water,  it  was  large-bottomed,  so  it  kept  bobbing 
“Be  careful’  If  you  don’t,  the  gift  of  Radha-mata  that  you  have 
cherished  for  so  long  will  fall  in  someone  else’s  hands,”  I  said, 
pointing  at  the  floating  amulet  He  leapt  in  and  retneved  the 
charm,  and  I  re-tied  it  on  hts  arm 
“Shon,  I  have  so  many  vmd  recollections  associated  with  this 
river’s  banks — on  the  other  bank  of  this  river  my  first  son 
Sudamana  rests  in  eternal  sleep  ” 

My  mind  also  became  dejected  at  the  mention  of  Sudamana  His 
words  were  apt  I  also  paid  my  deepest  respects  to  the  granter  of 
eternal  refuge  to  Sudamana  I  felt  at  one  with  Bhaiya 
We  had  now  entered  the  powerful  kingdom  of  Panchala 
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Kampilya,  the  captial  of  Panchala,  was  visible  clearly  in  front  of 
us  A  bloody  battle  was  in  the  offing  It  was  m  this  city  that  the 
fish-target  of  the  svayamvara  once  whirled,  in  this  city  Sudamana 
was  slaughtered,  in  this  city  happened  what  should  never  have 
happened — in  this  very  capital  of  the  Panchalas 
The  emissary  we  despatched  to  Raja  Drupada  received  a 
strange  rebuff  from  Dhnshtadyumna  which  left  us  all  m  a  state  of 
high  anger  He  said  to  our  emissary,  “Tell  your  general  that 
Dhnshtadyumna,  son  of  the  fire-god  Agni,  is  always  ready  to 
consume  in  flame  his  so  called  invincible  armour  ’’  The  blood  of 
all  the  soldiers  and  army  cohorts  boiled  when  they  heard  this 
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“Kampilya'”  Pointing  in  the  direction  of  the  capital,  Bhaiya 
ordered  his  army  to  attack  immediately  The  army  of  the 
Panchalas  and  our  own  forces  clashed  on  a  vast  battlefield  on  the 
outskirts  of  the  city  Dhnshtadyumna  stood  ranged  with  his 
allies — Yudhamanyu,  Suratha,  and  Shatrunjaya — in  front  of  the 
Panchala  forces 

Inflamed  Bhaiya  rained  a  volley  of  arrows  at  him,  and  roared, 
“Dhnshtadyumna •  This  invincible  armour  is  not  meant  to  be  con¬ 
sumed,  but  to  consume  others  ”  A  fierce  clash  took  place  between 
the  two  Dhnshtadyumna  tired  of  shooting  arrow  after  arrow,  and 
rushed  angrily  on  Bhaiya  with  drawn  sword  But  he  was  at  a 
disadvantage  The  setting  of  the  sun  pul  an  end  to  that  day’s 
hostilities  The  soldiers  retired  to  their  tents 
The  second  day  we  faced  Yudhamanyu,  he  was  routed  in  no 
time  by  Bhaiya,  who  was  thirsting  for  victory  Next  it  was 
Dhnshtadyumna  in  close  combat  As  the  sun  rose  in  the  sky, 
Dhnshtadyumna  started  to  waver  and  succumb  The  foot  soldiers, 
elephant  warnors,  and  horsemen  of  both  camps  were  locked  in 
bitter  battle  Suratha  was  facing  me  Bhaiya  unweaponed 
Dhnshtadyumna,  who  stood  with  head  bowed,  in  abject  humi¬ 
lity — before  a  charioteer’s  son*  The  leaderless  soldiers  of 
Kampilya  fled  m  all  directions  The  kingdom  of  Panchala  had 
fallen  Anshtasena  brought  the  old  Raja  Drupada  before  Bhaiya 
His  hands  were  tied  Our  army  burst  into  shouts  of  victory  that 
tore  through  the  skies 

“Untie  him*  Untie  the  hands  of  the  raja*”  Anshtasena  was 
ordered  in  a  sharp,  ringing  voice 
Raja  Drupada  looked  up,  surpnsed  “What  have  you  in  mind. 
Raja  of  Anga*^” 

“Ransom,”  our  general  replied,  fixing  his  gaze  on  Raja 
Drupada’s  gold  crown 

“What  ransom‘d  Cattle,  gold,  gems,  diamonds,  or  mate  and 
female  slaves'^”  Drupada  bowed  his  head 

“King,  such  wealth  is  already  there,  rotting  in  Kaurava  coffers 
The  ransom  I  want  is  something  else.”  Bhaiya  ptd,  raising  hts 
eyebrows  * 

“What  do  you  want’  ’  The  wrinkles  on  that  oJd  man’s  forehead 
deepened  further  in  astonishment  Fear  made  his  c>cs  flicker 
“My  son’s  mausoleum  You  must  pcrsonall)  order  the  construct¬ 
ion  of  my  son  Sudamana’s  mausoleum  m  the  cil\  of  K4impil\a 
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Itself,  beside  the  bank  of  the  Ganga  Tell  me  is  this  agreeable? 
Today  Within  one  night  ”  His  determined,  firm  voice  shook  the 
flaps  of  the  tents 

The  calm  face  of  the  old  Raja  appeared  tired  and  worn-out  with 
reminiscence  He  nodded  agreement  The  father-in-law  of  the 
Pandavas  acknowledged  the  suzerainty  of  the  Kauravas  The 
mausoleum  for  Sudamana  was  built  overnight  on  the  bank  of  the 
Ganga  We  made  preparations  to  leave  Kampilya  Next  day  the 
minister  of  Panchala  amved  and  stood  before  me  with  salvers  of 
ransom  offenngs  Seeing  the  salvers,  I  was  surpnsed  Bhaiya  had 
stipulated  no  other  demands  Yet  Raja  Drupada  had  sent  the 
offenngs  Finally  he  had  understood  the  real  calibre  of  Kama 
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We  left  Kampilya  after  plaang  the  rare  madhumalati  flowers  of 
Panchala  at  the  white  mausoleum  constructed  nearly  fifteen  years 
after  Sudamana’s  death  Our  messenger  took  with  him  news  of  the 
capitulation  of  Panchala  to  Hastinapura,  with  instructions  from  me 
to  narrate  the  full  details  of  Sudamana’s  mausoleum  to  Vnshah- 
bhabhi  The  news  would  certainly  bnng  some  relief  to  a  suffenng 
mother 

Leaving  Panchala  behind,  our  army  forged  ahead  eastwards  m 
the  direction  of  Kosala  The  confidence  of  our  soldiers  had 
doubled  as  a  result  of  the  intoxication  of  victory  They  sped  like 
showers  of  arrows  from  a  bow  Fifteen  days  had  passed  since  we 
left  Hastinapura  Flushed  with  success,  the  warriors  ran  like  a  river 
overflowing  We  approached  the  frontiers  of  Kalakuta  The  really 
difficult  hurdle  now  facing  us  was  the  forest  of  Naimisha  How 
would  such  a  dense,  impenetrable  forest  ever  be  crossed  by  a  such 
a  large  force*^  Yet,  without  crossing  it  we  could  not  hope  to  enter 
the  kingdom  of  Kosala  Or  should  we  change  course  and  make  the 
kingdom  of  Kashi  our  next  targef?  The  kingdom  of  Kashi  was 
many  days  of  horse  riding  along  the  banks  of  the  Ganga  If  we 
followed  this  course,  the  three  terntones  of  Kalakuta,  Kosala  and 
Kirata  would  fall  out  of  the  orbit  of  our  world  conquest  That  is 
why  we  had  chosen  Kosala  as  our  next  target,  accepting  the 
challenge  posed  by  the  Naimisha  forest 
The  dark  fortnight  of  the  month  of  Margashirsha  had  begun 
Moonlessness  made  night  marches  impossible  We  camped  wher 
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ever  we  could.  On  the  fourth  day  of  the  fortnight  we  crossed  the 
Gomati  river.  Now  we  were  right  in  front  of  Naimisha.  After  three 
days  of  arduous  marching,  on  the  bitter-cold  seventh  morning,  we 
arrived  in  Naimisha.  Gazing  at  that  forest,  left  all  of  us  dumb¬ 
founded.  It  looked  as  if  a  huge  mountain  had  spread  its  hands  and 
legs  of  mist-shrouded  trees  after  trees  after  trees.  The  terrain  was 
flat,  but  the  forest  utterly  inaccessible.  Our  tents  looked  so  insigni¬ 
ficant  by  comparison. 

Dawn  rose.  Like  flocks  of  birds  swirling  up  into  the  sky  when  a 
catapult  shoots  a  pellet,  the  rays  of  the  sun  scattered  the  mists  of 
cloud.  With  the  mist  dispelled,  the  verdant  forest  looked  even 
more  feareome.  Suddenly  we  could  hear  the  calls  of  eagles, 
cuckoos,  dhanchharis,  chitrarathas,  chandolas,  bharadvajas, 
patrarathas,  kokilas  and  other  birds.  Night  cicadas,  contrary  to 
their  nature,  chirped  shrilly  even  in  the  city.  Carnivores  roared 
intermittently,  frighteningly. 

Confronting  us  was  the  awesome  challenge  of  Nature. 

What  should  we  do?  How  cross  this  thick  forest!  The  army 
chiefs  had  all  gathered  in  my  tent  to  devise  a  way.  Well  versed  in 
the  arts  of  war,  yet  none  of  them  hit  upon  any  idea.  Arishtasena, 
Sanghamitra,  Hiranyavarman,Vyaghrasharma,  Viradatta — none 
knew  how.  It  was  not  possible  to  return  with  such  a  huge  army.  We 
sat  there,  worried,  with  creased  brows.  By  this  time  Bhaiya,  after 
his  morning  rituals  and  oblations,  turned  up,  smiling.  We  stood 
there,  heads  bowed. 

“What’s  the  matter,  Shon?  Why  are  all  of  you  so  silent?”  he 
asked,  raising  his  golden  eyebrows. 

“How  do  we  cross  this  forest?  We’ll  have  to  get  the  army  across 
by  another  route.”  I  said  this,  pointing  to  the  forest  of  Naimisha, 
and  explaining  our  predicament. 

“Forest!”  He  slapped  his  cupped  fist  on  his  left  palm  and  stood 
there  in  brief  deep  thought,  gazing  at  his  feel.  His  long,  sturdy  toes 
moved  up  and  down.  Then,  raising  his  head,  he  said  firmly  to 
Hiranyavarman,  “Hiranyavarman,  mount  a  fast  powerful  horse, 
ride  deep  into  the  forest  and  see  if  there  is  any  rishi’s  ashram  or 
any  river  anywhere.  Go  immediately.” 

“I  shall  do  as  ordered.”  Holding  his  sword,  Hiranyavarman  left 
the  tent.  Wc  heard  the  clip-clop  of  horse’s  hooves  receding  in  the 
direction  of  forest. 
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Astonished,  we  stared  at  our  general.  Was  he  hoping  to  reduce 
the  forest  to  ashes  with  the  help  of  the  lapasya  of  a  rishi? 

“Shon,  who  is  in  charge  of  supplying  wine  to  the  troops?"  he 
asked  an  inelevant  question. 

“Somapama,”  I  replied,  curbing  my  surprise. 

“Summon  him.” 

I  had  a  soldier  sent,  and  in  no  time  at  all  Soihapama  was  standing 
before  us. 

As  soon  as  he  arrived,  Bhaiya  approached  him  and  asked, 
“Somapama,  what  do  you  add  to  the  soma  juice  to  make  it  extra 
strong?” 

“The  intoxicating  flowers  of  the  mahua  tree." 

“Go,  tell  your  workers  to  go  instantly  to  the  forest  and  bring  all 
the  mahua  flowers  and  soma  plants  they  can.” 

“As  you  command.  Sire.”  Somapama  left. 

From  our  tent  we  noticed  his  workers  wending  their  way  to  the 
forest. 

I  could  make  no  sense  of  Bhaiya’s  disconnected  commands.  Had 
we  left  home  to  conquer  the  world  or  to  drink  wine?  It  was  too 
much — I  could  not  be  silent.  1  asked,  “What  is  it  you  are  up  to?” 

“Shon,  we  have  87,000  elephants  in  our  army.  Somapama  will  see 
to  it  that  40,000  are  plied  with  copious  draughts  of  wine.  After  they 
get  intoxicated,  soldiers  will  keep  prodding  them  in  the  back  with 
spears.  Infuriated  with  pain,  the  beasts  will  plunge  trumpeting 
inside  the  forest.  These  tall  trees  will  totter  and  fall  under  their 
tremendous  onslaught.  Our  massive  musth  elephants,  eager  to 
charge  ahead,  will  batter  aside  the  toppled  trees  with  their  tmnks. 
To  inspire  them  on,  we’ll  have  halt  of  them  she-elephants.”  He  said 
this  casually  and  calmly,  with  arms  folded  across  his  chest, 
surveying  all  the  chiefs.  His  round  face  was  radiant  with  the  self- 
confidence  of  a  leader.  His  blue  eyes  sparkled. 

"Why  did  you  send  Hiranyavarman  ahead?  What’s  the  connect¬ 
ion  between  the  rishi’s  ashram  and  the  river?” 

“In  order  to  make  sure  that  no  rishi’s  ashram  gets  trampled  under 
the  charge  of  the  elephants,  which  will  only  excite  his  fatal  curse  on 
our  heads.” 

We  were  dumbfounded. 

“And  the  rivet?”  I  was  impressed  by  his  plan.  1  asked  this,  gazing 
at  his  handsome  forehead.  I  was  proud  of  his  fine  leadership. 
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“These  infunated  elephants  will  bathe  to  their  heart’s  content  in 
the  nver  Their  intoxication  will  die  down  Our  march  will  proceed 
with  no  change  of  route  **  His  blue  eyes  had  an  eene  glow  We  had 
seen  many  examples  of  his  endless  strength  and  ability,  but  this 
was  the  first  time  we  realised  how  much  resourcefulness  was 
required  of  a  general  I  had  never  seen  such  bold  decision-making 
in  any  other  person 

The  innumerable  difficulties  that  soldiers  face  are  often 
removed  by  a  single  shrewd  decision  of  an  intelligent  general 

In  a  short  time  Hiranyavarman  returned  from  the  forest  His 
dress  was  in  tatters  His  chest  was  heaving 

“Maharaja,  there  is  no  ashram  in  the  forest — ^but  there  is  a  large 
nver  a  long  distance  away  It  must  be  the  Sarayu  ’’  He  said  this, 
panting,  and  paid  his  respects  He  was  not  even  conscious  of  his 
ragged  clothes 

A  smile  stretched  across  the  round  face  of  our  general  His  eyes 
glowed 

“Exactly  what  we  want  No  ashram,  but  a  nver  certainly  ”  He 
removed  a  blue-bead  nng  from  his  finger  and  flung  it  happily 
towards  Hiranyavarman 

We  emerged  from  our  tent,  determined  to  sweep  a  way  through 
the  forest 
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A  mixed  herd  of  forty  thousand  elephants  and  she-elephants' 
The  howdahs  and  boats  on  their  backs  were  removed,  the  mahouts 
took  off  the  silk  trappings,  and  Somapama  busied  himself  with 
soaking  the  mahua  flowers  m  the  soma  juice  to  prepare  the  in¬ 
toxicating  brew  The  formation  of  the  army  was  completely  re¬ 
structured  The  unencumbered  elephants  were  stationed  in  front 
“What  if  we  place  the  horsemen  behind  the  elephants’”  I  asked 
the  Raja  of  Anga  and  pointed  at  the  herd  of  forty  thousand 
elephants  swaying  their  trunks 

“No  Only  the  burden-earners  will  be  behind  the  elephants 
And  behind  them  the  horsemen  " 

“Why’  Why  this’”  I  did  not  think  hts  plan  a  safe  one 
"No  matter  how  destructive  the  elephants  in  front  are,  the 
thorny  creepers  of  the  forest  will  still  pose  a  problem  for  them 
Some  burden-earners  are  sure  to  get  injured  by  these  creepers 
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The  horsemen  behind  them  will  at  least  be  able  to  lift  them  up  on 
their  horses  In  this  way  not  a  single  soldier  will  be  left  behind,”  he 
explained  with  his  usual  poise  I  was  overwhelmed  by  the  extra¬ 
ordinary  concern  he  showed  for  every  soldier 

Following  his  instructions,  we  employed  this  unusual  formation 
to  cross  the  forest — in  front  the  unencumbered  elephants,  behind 
them  the  spear  contingent,  next  the  burden-bearers,  the  infantry, 
the  cavalry,  and  last  of  all  the  rest  of  the  elephants 

After  the  completion  of  the  troop  formations,  the  elephants 
were  fed  huge  quantities  of  the  intoxicating  brew  They  swung 
their  trunks  up  and  down  excitedly  Their  shnll  trumpeting 
drowned  even  the  cacophony  of  the  forest  birds  and  the  noises  of 
our  army  The  liquor  soon  took  effect,  the  spear-wielders  began 
lunging  at  their  hides  from  the  back  Teetering,  the  agitated  beasts 
charged  into  the  forest  like  cascading  hill  streams 
They  crackled  and  crashed  on  the  ground — kanchana  trees, 
kimshukas,  karmkaras,  helas,  haradas,  ashokas,  punnagas,  palms, 
tamalas,  khadtras,  audumbarast  gambhans,  satonas,  undanis, 
patalas,  mahuas,  flames  of-the-forest,  sirisas,  pipals,  kinjalas  and 
more  Screeching  with  fear  at  the  advancing  trumpeting  of  the 
herds  of  elephants,  birds  abandoned  their  nests  and  flew  far  away 
The  forest-obscured  earth,  always  thirsting  for  sun-rays,  was 
blessed — for  the  first  time  she  had  a  darshan  of  the  sun  The  same 
forest  that  a  brief  while  ago  had  posed  a  dilemma  for  us  now 
opened  a  road  for  us — seeing  this  1  could  not  contain  myself — I 
raised  my  hand  and  shouted  “General  Kama  ” 

“Victory  to  him'”  The  shouts  rose  from  all  sides  The  lakhs  of 
soldiers  who  came  behind  the  elephants  seconded  the  acclamation 
The  noise  was  so  tremendous  that  the  elephants’  trumpeting  paled 
before  it  We  had  succeeded  in  levelling  the  famed  forest  of 
Naimisha 

Crossing  the  Naimisha  forest,  we  amved  at  the  Sarayu  nver 
The  forest-conquenng  tnumphant  elephants,  screaming  blindly, 
plunged  m  a  body  in  the  waters  Their  splashing  turned  the 
Sarayu’s  waters  muddy  We  were  going  to  give  them  two  days’ 
water  sports  before  marching  again  Seeing  them  in  the  Sarayu’s 
waters  made  me  remember  Hastmapura 

We  were  now  in  the  temtory  of  Kalakuta,  a  kingdom  with 
nothing  worth  conquenng  Nor  was  there  any  ransom  to  be 
expected  from  this  thinly  populated  region  Nevertheless,  as  soon 
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as  they  got  news  of  our  entry,  they  turned  up  with  gifts  of  forest 
fruits  and  sweet  wine  for  the  army 
Ahead  lay  Ayodhya,  the  capital  of  the  Kosalas  The  Kosalas 
were  certainly  going  to  put  up  resistance  The  month  of 
Margashirsha  was  on  its  way  out  We  had  been  away  from  Hastina- 
pura  for  a  month  Our  messenger  sped  towards  the  capital  of  the 
Kauravas  with  the  news  that  we  had  flattened  a  path  through 
Naimisha 
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On  the  bank  of  the  Sarayu  we  re-formed  our  original  ranks 
After  resting,  the  refreshed  soldiers  were  doubly  eager  to  continue 
the  campaign  The  war  drums,  conches,  trumpets  and  bugles  sent 
sonic  npples  over  the  Sarayu  Our  general  was  publicly  honoured 
Our  spies  had  informed  us  that  Ayodhya  was  situated  on  the  bank 
of  the  Sarayu,  so  we  organised  a  pincer  movement  around  it  War- 
banners  furled  and  the  royal  sceptre  shone  in  the  sun 
After  a  two-day  march,  Ayodhya  came  within  eye-shot  It  was 
ruled  by  Raja  Shighra,  a  descendant  of  Rama,  son  of  Dasharatha 
His  son  Maru  was  also  a  celebrated  warrior  Noticing  the  grayish 
water  of  the  Sarayu,  muddied  by  our  splashing  elephants,  as  it 
flowed  downstream  towards  the  city,  he  had  become  alert  He  had 
ordered  the  moat  surrounding  the  city  filled  to  the  bnm  But  this 
small  manoeuvre  was  not  going  to  dalint  our  army  which  had 
crossed  huge  nvers  like  the  Ganga,  Yamuna  and  Gomati 
Roaring  with  unanimous  energy,  our  forces  broke  across  the 
moat  Raja  Shighra  and  his  son  Maru  were  standing  ready  for 
battle  Brandishing  his  bow  he  shouted  "Glory  to — " 

“Sri  Rama'"  added  his  forces  Our  swords  clashed  with  theirs 
The  arrows  of  the  Kaurava  dynasty  clashed  with  the  arrows  of  the 
Raghava  dynasty  'Facing  Bhaiya  was  Raja  Shighra,  and  in  front  of 
me  was  his  son  Maru  A  bloody  battle  ensued  Arrows  shrouded 
the  water  in  the  moat  Our  elephants  still  had  a  trace  of  intoxica¬ 
tion  left  Trampling  the  infantry  of  the  Kosalas,  they  dashed 
against  the  closed  gates  of  the  palace,  and  battered  their  way 
through  Someone  succeeded  m  lowenng  the  famed  flag  atop  the 
Kosala  palace  for  which  warriors  of  the  calibre  of  Ikshavaku, 
Dilipa,  Raghu,  Aja,  Dasharatha,  Rama,  Kusha,  Atithi,  Nishadha, 
Nala,  Nabha,  Pundanka,  Shemadhanvan,  Devanika,  Panyatra. 
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Sahastrashva,  Bala,  Sthala,  Vajranabha,  Khagana,  Vidhnti, 
Hiranyanabha,  Pushya,  Dhnivasandhi,  Sudarshana  and 
Agmvarna  had  sacnficed  their  blood  Wounded  by  the  unerring 
and  devastating  arrows  of  Bhaiya,  Raja  Shighra  had  collapsed  m 
his  chariot,  and  Mam  had  been  taken  captive  by  our  soldiers  The 
kingdom  of  Kosala  fell  in  a  few  hours  The  moat  ran  blood 
Ayodhya — the  expansive  city  of  Ramachandra — was  now  ours 
Dismounting  from  Vayujit,  Bhaiya  hesitated  briefly  at  the  gates 
of  that  massive  palace  His  face  did  not  wear  the  expression  of  a 
victorious  general 

“Why  have  you  stopped’”  I  asked  curiously 
“Shon,  the  Pandavas  are  in  exile  as  a  result  of  gambling  Cen¬ 
turies  ago,  a  raja  who  was  a  man  of  his  word  left  these  splendid 
gates  and  went  into  exile — his  devotion  to  his  father  was  such  as  to 
melt  the  hearts  of  all  It  was  purely  to  keep  his  father’s  word  that 
Dasharatha’s  son  Raja  Ramachandra,  with  his  brother  Lakshmana 
and  his  wife  Sita,  went  smiling  out  of  these  gates,  accepting  a 
fourteen  year  forest  exile  This  is  the  same  Ayodhya — these  are 
the  same  grand  gates  ”  That  remarkable  episode  concerning  a 
divine  personality  temporanly  made  us  forget  the  homfic  carnage 
As  soon  as  he  entered  the  palace,  Bhaiya  knelt  and  paid  homage 
before  the  throne  adorned  by  Rama  of  the  Raghu  dynasty  This 
act  of  his  further  confused  me  A  victor  bending  his  knees  before 
the  throne  of  the  vanquished — ^this  was  indeed  something  extra¬ 
ordinary  But  I  always  accepted  as  nght  whatever  Bhaiya  did  He 
did  not  stop  short  at  honouring  the  throne,  he  ran  up  the  steps  and 
reached  the  flag  pole  at  the  top  of  the  palace,  and  with  his  hands 
hoisted  the  Kosala  flag  which  someone  had  lowered  Holding  the 
flag  tope,  he  shouted,  “Raja  Ramachandra — ” 

“ — Victory  to  him*”  The  shouts  of  victory  came  from  our 
soldiers  as  well  as  the  wonderstruck  Kosalas  The  Sarayu  seemed 
to  swell  with  joy  Raja  Shighra’s  eyes  filled  with  tears  Why  the 
tears’  Because  of  defeat’  Tears  of  sorrow’  Because  he  remem¬ 
bered  the  glory  of  his  ancestors’  Or  were  they  tears  flowing  from 
his  Kshatnya  soul  in  gratitude  for  the  darshan  he  had  received  of 
an  unparalleled  hero’  No  one  could  tell 
As  soon  as  Bhaiya  descended.  Raja  Shighra  approached  and 
embraced  him  tightly  I  released  Maru  from  his  bonds,  and  he  also 
embraced  me  We  stayed  as  guests  in  the  holy  city  of  Raja  Rama 
There  was  no  thnll  of  conquest  in  our  hearts  No  thoughts  of 


The  Death-Conqueror 


451 


victory  or  defeat  touched  us  The  truth,  after  all,  is  that  no  one  in 
this  world  really  wins,  and  no  one  really  loses 
We  left  Ayodhya  on  the  third  day,  after  placing  fragrant  flowers 
as  symbols  of  our  homage  at  the  throne  on  which  Bharata  had 
placed  Sri  Rama’s  sandals  and  ruled  on  his  behalf  The  month  of 
Pausha  had  begun  The  fields  were  all  covered  with  stalks  of  gram, 
swaying  in  the  breeze  Our  army  was  on  the  move  again — this  time 
towards  the  kingdom  of  Kirata 
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Crossing  the  Iravati  nver,  we  left  behind  us  the  famed  cities  of  the 
Kosalas — Kushinagara,  Shravasti,  and  Kapilavastu  Our  soldiers 
were  moving  m  the  direction  of  the  Hunalayas  We  had  planned  to 
attack  the  city  named  Kashta-mandapa  m  the  kingdom  of  the 
Kiratas  To  do  so  we  had  to  cross  the  Gandaka  nver  One  splendid 
victory  after  another  had  made  our  soldiers  as  happy  as  a  flock  of 
chandola  birds  Their  swords  seemed  to  have  become  sharper 
We  reached  the  bank  of  the  Gandaki,  the  gateway  to  Kirata, 
which  was  ruled  by  seven  puissant  kings  They  were  used  to 
extremes  of  cold  climate  Our  naval  contingent  had  by  now 
become  experts  in  the  art  of  swift  fording  of  nvers  Our  soldiers 
were  routinely  fed  on  whatever  the  local  staple  diet  happened  to 
be  In  the  kingdom  of  the  Kiratas  they  had  to  be  supplied  liquor  in 
abundance,  in  order  to  survive  the  freezing  cold  All  this  was  the 
delighted  responsibility  of  Somaparna 
We  had  no  difficulty  in  routing  the  Kiratas,  who  had  not  yet 
heard  of  our  world-conquenng  mission  One  swift  thrust  took  us 
straight  to  Kashta-mandapa 

Seeing  rank  upon  rank  of  soldiers  confronting  him,  the  king  of 
Kirata  surrendered  unconditionally 
Five  yojanas  north  of  Kashta-mandapa  were  the  Himalayas, 
whose  ice-cold  winds  we  cxpenenced,  but  from  nowhere  could  we 
get  a  glimpse  of  the  mountains  themselves  Much  as  we  wanted  to. 

It  was  not  possible  to  see  them  anyway  because  we  planned  to 
conquer  Videha  before  its  people  were  alerted 
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Immediately  after  leaving  Kashta-mandapa,  our  army  decided 
to  face  the  Vidchas  Itscaptial  was  Videha,  the  celestial  city  of  the 
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Maharaja  Mithi,  and  the  capital  Mithila  was  named  after  him 
Before-that  the  city  was  called  Vaijayanta  Each  king  of  the  Nimi 
dynasty  was  known  as  Janaka  One  of  these,  Raja  Siradhvaja,  was  the 
father  of  Rama’s  wife  Sita  Nearly  a  hundred  kings  had  ruled  Mithila 
m  an  unbroken  Une  beginmng  with  Nima  and  continuing 
Dhnti  The  present  king  was  named  Bahulashva,  whose  son  Knti 
was  a  great  chanot-hero  We  had  to  face  both  in  battle — 
Bahulashva  and  Knti 

From  Kashta-mandapa  to  Mithila— there  was  not  a  single  nver  in 
all  that  vast  stretch  of  terntory  The  entire  area  was  plateau  The 
green  plains  spread  as  far  as  the  horizon  It  was  systematically 
devastated  by  our  elephant  forces  After  a  few  night  halts,  we 
reached  Mithila,  the  city  of  Sita  No  moat  surrounded  this  capital 
because  there  was  no  nver  nearby  to  supply  water  All  around  the 
aty  were  strong  fortifications  of  black  stone  From  the  battlements 
Bahulashva’s  soldiers  began  catapulting  rocks  and  fire-missiles 
Father  and  son,  Bahulashva  and  Knti,  stood  splendidly  attired  in 
chanots,  guarding  the  mam  gate  with  the  help  of  selected  soldiers 
The  mam  gate  was  barred  from  inside  with  massive  bolts  Father 
and  son  swooped  simultaneously  on  Bhaiya  We  nnged  the  fort, 
making  the  rock-hurling  soldiers  our  mam  target  of  arrows  They 
dropped  from  the  battlements  one  by  one  like  npe  audumbara 
fruits  falling  off  stems  The  war-drums  and  tomtoms  of  our  army 
began  to  beat  Bhaiya  was  singly  harassing  the  father-and-son 
team  at  the  mam  gate  The  deluge  of  rocks  from  the  battlements 
created  heavy  casualties  in  our  ranks — and  large  number  of 
deaths  The  Mithila  campaign  had  been  the  most  expensive  so  far 
By  this  time,  Bhaiya  had  rendered  Knti  weaponless,  hooked  his 
neck  with  his  bow  and  j'erked  him  towards  himself  Knti  fell  from 
his  chanot  with  a  thud  Bahulashva  was  agitated  by  the  mistaken 
idea  that  his  son  had  perished  Flinging  away  his  bow,  he  stood 
there  numb,  gazing  at  the  unconscious  form  of  his  son  Hiranya- 
varman  removed  him  and  his  chanot  from  the  scene  Our  eleph¬ 
ants  had  smashed  the  ramparts  of  the  forts  that  had  provided 
protection  to  a  continuous  line  of  a  hundred  generations  of  the 
Janaka  rajas  of  the  Nirai  dynasty  Oui  huge  Kaurava  army  shouted 
as  it  ran  in  the  direction  of  the  mam  gates 

“Victory — ” 

“ — ^To  our  General  Kama  Maharaja’” 
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Our  messenger  hurried  to  Hastinapura  with  news  of  the  take¬ 
over  of  Mithila  of  the  Videhas  by  our  troops  This  happened 
towards  the  end  of  the  bright  fortnight  of  Pausha 
After  visiting  the  field  where  Sita,  Siradhvaja  Janaka’s 
daughter,  was  born,  and  taking  as  reparations  gems,  diamonds, 
rubies,  gold  and  other  wealth,  we  left  Mithila  In  the  kingdom  of 
Videha,  the  other  renowned  city  was  Kusumpura,  situated  on  the 
bank  of  Hiranyavati  This  city  also  witnessed  our  victory  pro¬ 
cession  on  the  full-moon  night  of  Pausha  My  brother  and  I  were 
sitting  on  a  mound  near  the  nver  ghat  in  the  silvery  light  of  the 
moon  In  front  of  our  eyes,  the  dancing  waves  were  playing  hide- 
and-seek  with  the  moonlight  On  the  river  bank  were  kadamba 
and  bacha  trees  Bhaiya’s  flesh-ear-nngs  undulated  in  the  gentle 
breeze,  they  sparkled  m  the  lovely  light 

“One  and  a  half  months  have  passed  since  we  left  Hastinapura 
Haven’t  you  even  once  remembered  the  capital  in  all  that  time’”  I 
asked  him  with  my  gaze  fuced  on  the  rippling  Hiranyavati 
“How  did  you  come  to  that  conclusion’  Arre,  I  am  human  too, 
you  know  ” 

“It’s  not  that  You  are  always  involved  with  administration, 
organisation,  food,  and  military  weapons  That’s  why  I  asked  ” 
“It’s  true,  I  am  deeply  involved  in  all  these  matters,  but  I  also 
miss  the  people  of  Hastinapura  However,  when  I’m  on  the  battle¬ 
field  nothing  else  matters  ”  '' 

“I  want  that  you  send  a  letter  to  Duryodhana  through  the 
messenger  who’s  going  from  this  city  He’ll  go  wild  with  joy  ” 

“No  No  point  sending  him  the  news  now — I  prefer  to  stun  him 
with  the  news  personally,  one  fine  day  He  has  honoured  me  by 
making  me  King  of  Anga — and  I  will  return  the  honour  tenfold  by 
placing  the  wealth  of  this  world-conquest  at  his  feet  ”  Saying  this, 
he  stood  up 

“For  our  world-conquenng  mission,  Vnshali-hhohhi  must  be 
lighting  lamps  of  thanksgiving  in  front  of  the  deity  in  the  temple’s 
inner  sanctuary,  and  eagerly  awaiting  our  messenger  ”  I  also  rose 
We  made  our  way  to  the  tent 

“Is  that  all  that’s  on  your  mind’  Well,  listen  to  me  then  Every 
day  my  messenger  carries  a  letter  from  me  to  Hastinapura  " 

“Ah  Only  a  little  while  ago  you  " 

“Those  letters  are  not  for  anyone  in  the  palace,"  he  said  softly,  as 
he  walked  slowly,  gazing  at  the  silvery  city  of  Kusumpura 
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“Who  are  they  for?  For  Ashvatthaman?”  I  recalled  their  deep 
fnendship  I  couldn’t  imagine  him  vmting  anyone  else 

“No  Those  letters  are  for  the  parents  of  all  our  soldiers  who 
penshed  on  the  field  That  messenger  does  not  meet  anyone  in  the 
palace,”  he  said,  adjusting  his  shawl  Though  I  was  always  near 
him.  It  was  true  that  even  I  didn’t  really  know  his  nund 
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Leaving  Kusumpura,  we  crossed  the  border  of  Videha;  m  front 
of  us  lay  the  kingdom  of  Kaushiki-Kachchha,  whose  capital  was 
Vikramashila  on  the  bank  of  the  Ganga 
Passing  through  the  ashram  of  the  nshi  Jahnu,  we  crossed  the 
Kaushiki  nver  and  entered  Vikramashila  The  question  of  battle 
never  arose  because  the  monarch  surrendered  of  his  own  accord. 

Our  conquenng  army  kept  advancing  Would  we  ever  reach  the 
end  of  Aryavarta’  We  had  penetrated  so  far  east  that  we  started 
having  doubts  We  even  passed  through  the  city  of  Pundra- 
vardhana,  at  the  border  of  Kaushiki 
Temperate  trees — deodars,  shisham,  surupama,  ashoka,  sal, 
and  others — ^hned  the  highway  Long-tailed,  white  birds  were 
everywhere  In  front  of  us  now  was  the  kingdom  of  Kamarupa  We 
crossed  the  Kartoya  nver  and  camped,  because  the  Lohita  (or 
Brahmaputra)  nver  that  lay  ahead  was  the  largest  that  we  would 
have  to  cross  She  was  not  known  as  a  mere  nver,  her  femimmty 
had  been  masculinised  and  she  was  called  the  “son  of  Brahma  ” 
Even  elephants  balked  at  the  prospect  of  crossing  this  nver — let 
alone  the  horses  We  left  them  at  the  bank  of  the  Kartoya  and, 
with  a  band  of  hand-picked  soldiers,  we  crossed  the  Brahmaputra 
with  great  difficulty  in  boats,  and  entered  the  Kamarpura  king¬ 
dom  There  was  a  single  large  city  m  it — ^Pragjyotishapura,  ruled 
by  Raja  Bhagddatta 

The  problems  we  faced  in  crossing  the  Brahmaputra  enthused  us 
to  achieve  success  even  if  we  had  to  do  fatal  battle  with  India 
hunself  For  which  reason  no  one  feared  Bhagadatta,  vnthin 
two  days  of  crossing  the  Brahmaputra  we  had  surrounded 
Pragjyotishapura  Bhagadatta  fought  excellently,  but  could  not 
keep  It  up  We  left  after  extracting  his  homage  This  was  the 
extreme  hmit  of  our  eastern  campaign,  nght  on  the  banks  of  the  i 
Brahmaputra 
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paving  behind  Tripura,  Kamalaka,  Suvamagrama  and  other 
cities,  we  returned  after  re-crossing  the  Brahmaputra,  and  re¬ 
joined  the  elephant  and  horse  divisions.  Inevitably,  we  would  turn 
to  the  south. 

We  had  to  cross  the  Kartoya  again  and  the  Ganga  as  well.  This 
was  our  second  darshan  of  the  Ganga  in  the  course  of  our 
campaign,  but  the  Ganga  we  would  be  seeing  would  have  the 
vastness  of  the  ocean  itself,  because  we  would  now  be  conquering 
the  land  of  Banga  where  the  many  mouths  of  the  Ganga  enter  the 
eastern  ocean. 

Eager  to  enter  Banga,  we  crossed  the  huge  Ganga — ^the  Ganga 
that  leaps  and  thunders  down  the  shoulders  of  the  Himalayas 
where  she  is  bom  and  where  she  is  like  a  self-willed  young  girl,  the 
Ganga  who  becomes  a  mischievous  teen-ager  near  Prayaga  where 
she  asks  the  secrets  of  the  Yamuna  and  the  Sarayu,  the  Ganga  who 
becomes  a  radiant  bride  as  she  enters  and  delights  the  alluvial 
plains  in  her  slow  and  steady  progress  to  a  shy  union  with  her 
would-be  husband. 

On  the  bank  of  this  Ganga  we  came  across  the  city  of  Kalika, 
dedicated  to  the  goddess  Kalika.  Samudrasena  and  Chandrasena, 
two  brothers,  ruled  Banga  from  this  capital.  The  population  was 
small  and,  as  a  result  of  isolation  from  the  neighbouring  kingdoms, 
Banga  was  backward  in  skills  associated  with  warfare.  Still,  their 
warriors  put  up  a  stiff  resistance.  Both  Samudrasena  and  Chandra¬ 
sena  fought  brarelj',  bat  it  was  impossibie  for  them  to  hoW  back 
our  ocean-like  forces.  Chandrasena  died  on  the  battlefield.  With 
Samundrasena  losing  consciousness,  the  Banga  army  laid  down 
arms  and  surrendered.  Banga  was  in  our  hands.  Two  months  had 
passed  since  we  left  our  homes.  This  was  the  fiist  exciting  darshan 
we  had  of  the  eastern  ocean.  Seeing  the  doomsday  dance  of  the 
leaping  and  thundering  waves,  we  realised  the  insignificance  of  our 
victory  campaign.  No  matter  how  many  mountains  of  achievement 
he  attains,  man  remains  trivial  in  front  of  Nature — like  drops  of 
water  bobbing  and  slapping  in  the  waves  of  the  eastern  ocean. 

Because  Bhaiya  expressed  a  strong  desire  to  stay  a  day  in 
Kalika,  we  camped  near  the  orchestrated,  mysterious  music  of  the 
ocean. 

Next  dawn  I  couldn’t  find  Bhaiya  in  his  tent.  Thinking  that  he 
must  be  among  the  soldiers,  I  made  enquiries  everywhere,  but 
there  was  no  trace  of  him.  1  had  a  troubling  premonition.  We  had 
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made  enemies  of  too  many  rajas— what  if  one  of  them  had  turned 
traitorl  Every  moment  made  me  feel  mote  and  more  uneasy.  How 
would  the  army  advance  without  a  general?  He  was  general  to  all 
the  others,  but  to  me  he  was  also  a  beloved  brother.  I  sent  out 
secret  search  parties  in  all  directions.  The  soldiers  knew  nothing  of 
this.  They  were  all  busy  preparing  for  further  marches. 

Of  the  search  parties,  Kirtidhvaja  returned  some  time  later. 
Seeing  his  smiling  countenance  I  cocked  my  ears  to  listen  to  his 
happy  news. 

“Maharaja  is  safe  and  well.  He  is  offering  arghya  standing  waist- 
deep  in  the  waters  of  the  ocean.  1  returned  immediately  without 
breaking  his  deep  meditation.” 

I  breathed  freely. 
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Tamralipta  was  the  kingdom  after  Kalika.  Its  capital  also  was 
named  Tamralipta,  its  raja  Tamralipta  too.  Tamralipta  and  Malla 
were  so  tiny  that  their  total  land  area  did  not  equal  even  that  of 
Hastinapura,  so  there  was  no  question  of  any  resistance.  Only  one 
other  kingdom  had  the  strength  to  oppose  us — Magadha. 

Having  received  news  of  the  fall  of  Banga,  trembling  Tamralipta 
was  waiting  to  welcome  us  at  the  city  gates,  with  the  desire  of 
making  peace.  The  Raja’s  gifts  to  us  consisted  mostly  of  pearls. 
His  kingdom  was  at  the  edge  of  the  ocean,  famous  for  its  offshore 
pearls;  most  oi  its  citizens  were  pearl-traders,  supplying  the  pearl 
needs  of  all  Aryavarta, 

The  question  now  was:  should  we  leave  Tamralipta  and  turn  in 
the  direction  of  Odra?  We  were  wondering  whether  to  invade  the 
small  kingdom  of  Malta,  because  between  Odra  and  Tamralipta 
lay  the  inaccessible  mountain  range  called  Riksha.  There  was  no 
alternative  before  our  army  except  to  march  towards  Malla;  we 
were  eager  now  to  do  so  because,  beyond  Malla  lay  Anga — ^the 
kingdom  which  had  been  bestowed  on  Bhaiya  by  Raja  Duryo- 
dhana.  Bhaiya  had  changed  the  capital  of  the  kingdom  to 
Champanagari.  We  were  now  going  to  get  a  darshan  of  that  long- 
distant  Champanagari  where  we  had  sported  in  our  childhood, 
quarrelled  and  bickered,  and  grown  up  in. 

Passing  by  the  Malla  hills  we  came  to  the  territory  of  Malla. 
Since  Bhaiya  stayed  in  Hastinapura,  he  had  entrusted  the  admini- 
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stration  of  Anga  to  a  governor,  who  came  to  welcome  us  Bhaiya 
was  respectfully  received  Our  soldiers  were  straining  to  reach  the 
border  of  Anga  They  knew  that  the  Raja  of  Anga  would  not  leave 
his  kingdom  for  at  least  another  four  days  AH  would  get  ample 
time  for  resting 

The  governor  escorted  us  to  the  border  of  Anga  Kama,  the 
Raja  of  Anga,  the  world-conquenng  Anga-raja  Kama  set  foot  m 
Anga  Thousands  of  citizens  thronged  at  the  border,  welcoming 
him  with  flowers  in  their  hands  Wives  turned  up  with  water-filled 
pots  Overjoyed  by  the  darshan  of  their  Raja,  thousands  rent  the 
sky  with  shouts  “Victory  to  Maharaja  Kama,  the  Raja  of  Anga*” 
“Victory  to  Vasusena  Maharaja,  Lord  of  Champanagard” 

It  had  all  come  true — the  childhood  prediction  made  on  the 
throne  of  stone  Flowers  were  showered  Since  we  left  Hastina- 
pura,  we  had  not  received  the  auspicious  saffron  tilak  on  our 
shields — till  now  AraU  was  offered  in  our  honour  The  army  of  the 
Kauravas  marched  into  Anga  to  the  accompaniment  of  music  and 
victory  cries  Joy  made  my  head  feel  light  as  a  feather  A  very 
special  strength  is  required  to  expenence  ecstatic  happiness 
Bhaiya  sat  in  his  chariot,  serene  as  always  With  folded  palms,  he 
modestly  acknowledged  the  pure  affection  of  his  subjects, 
absolutely  unruffled  His  round  face  shone  with  the  dazzle  of  the 
sun  Itself  The  world-fathering  Sun,  pouring  his  light  on  our 
chariot,  must  have  watched  the  spectacle  with  y/ide-open,  wonder¬ 
ing  eyes  I  could  almost  hear  his  blessings,  “Victory  to  you, 
Karna^’ 

We  arrived  in  Champanagan  early  evening— our  first  visit  to  the 
city  after  thirty  years  This  was  the  city  of  our  thatch-roof 
charioteer’s  dwellings  This  was  the  city  which  held  our  most 
cherished  memones  of  childhooS,  whose  thatch  roof  sheltered  us 
like  a  protective  umbrella,  which  brought  us  up  in  laughter  and 
games,  which  had  taught  us  whatever  needed  to  be  taught 

Kama  and  Shon  gazing  at  flocks  of  birds  as  they  drove  in  their 
chariot  along  the  bank  of  the  Ganga  to  collect  sea  shells,  Kama 
and  Shon  using  trees  and  creepers  as  target  practice  for  arrow- 
shooting,  Kama  and  Shon  fetching  chariot-timber  from  (he  forest. 
Kama  and  Shon  narrating  ibcir  cxpcncnccs  to  Radha  mata, 
Kama  and  Shon  standing  on  a  single  slab  of  stone  and  challenging 
the  bull  in  the  mock-game  of  the  roval  counal,  Kama  nding  in  his 
chariot  to  Haslinapura  and  looking  back  to  catch  a  glimpse  of  his 
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brother  Shon,  and  Shon  with  lifted  hands  running  after  the  chariot 
till  It  crossed  the  city  limits  All  these  Incidents  had  been  wit¬ 
nessed  by  the  creepers  and  vines  and  birds  and  beasts  of  the  place 
And  today' 

Today  the  world  conquenng  Raja  of  Anga,  Kama,  and  his  right 
hand  man  Shon — both  were  entering  the  same  city  with  joyous 
feelings  And  the  citizens  were  applauding  them  with  deep  affect¬ 
ion,  showering  golden  flowers  on  them  Ah’  How  unpredictable 
hfe  is’  From  tiny  seeds  such  gigantic  banyans  emerge!  From 
tnckles  no  bigger  than  a  little  finger  onginate  the  massive  rivers 
called  the  Ganga  and  the  Yamuna  1  wasn’t  sure  myself  if  I  was 
seeing  it  all  happening  or  if  I  was  dreaming 
We  were  driving  in  our  chanot  on  the  road  to  Champanagan 
with  memories  of  our  childhood  in  one  comer  of  our  minds  and 
memories  of  our  world  conquenng  campaign  in  another 
During  these  thirty  years  the  whole  face  of  the  city  had  altered 
Elegant  edifices  had  come  up  since  its  declaration  as  the  capital 
city  Bhaiya’s  eyes  seemed  to  be  searching  for  something  His 
palms  were  joined  to  acknowledge  the  demonstrations  of  affect¬ 
ion  but  his  eyes  were  seeking  someone  The  sounds  of  musical 
instruments  seemed  to  make  the  city  blossom,  as  it  were  Bhaiya’s 
name  was  constantly  mentioned  m  the  shouts  of  victory 
Suddenly  Bhaiya  raised  his  hand  and  instructed  me  to  stop  the 
chanot  I  pulled  at  the  reins  He  alighted  and  quickly  mixed  in  the 
crowd,  I  trailed  behind  Hurnedly  he  strode  past  the  large  build¬ 
ings  till  he  reached  the  empty  playground  situated  at  the  back — ^the 
playground  where  we  had  played  “Kings”  in  our  childhood  The 
stone  which  had  served  as  his  throne  lay  in  a  comer  The  part  we 
used  as  a  seat  had  been  overturned  while  construction  was  going 
on  for  a  new  building  On  all  sides  weeds  had  sprung  up,  the  stone 
slab  was  covered  with  moss 

‘  Shon,  look — over  there— Vasu  bhaiya’s  very  first  throne!” 
Handing  his  sdeptre  to  me,  he  rushed  forward  and  tilted  the  stone 
slab  upright  Then,  taking  back  the  sceptre— the  same  sceptre  that 
had  humbled  the  might  of  so  many  kings— he  placed  it  on  the  slab 
It  was  difficult  to  fathom  what  was  going  on  in  his  mind 

There  weren’t  even  his  childhood  playmates  around  to  shout, 
“Victory  to  the  Almighty  Lord  and  Ruler  of  Champanagan, 
Vasusena’”  Nor  was  there  any  bull,  mfunated  by  the  shouting, 
charging  at  him  There  were  only  memones,  memories  that  had 
become  truths,  flesh  and-blood  facts,  so  to  say 
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After  some  time,  he  picked  up  the  sceptre.  Once  again  he 
glanced  at  the  “throne”.  Then  we  returned,  and  climbed  into  our 
chariot,  manoeuvring  once  again  through  the  thronging  crowds  on 
the  main  road.  We  arrived  at  the  group  of  thatched  huts  where  we 
passed  our  childhood.  Following  Bhaiya’s  instructions,  the 
governor  lhad  maintained  them  well.  Staying  in  them  were  the 
charioteers  of  the  governor;  and  they  were  standing  now  in  front 
of  their  thatched  huts  looking  with  pride  at  our  victorious  army  in 
order  to  have  a  darshan  of  the  commander-in-chief.  The  thatched 
hut  in  wjhich  we  used  to  live  had  an  elderly  charioteer  standing  in 
front.  I  f)aid  homage  to  the  hut  in  my  mind,  and  lifted  my  whip  in 
order  to  swerve  the  horses  in  the  direction  of  the  bank  of  the 
Ganga. 

Bhaiya  intercepted  my  uplifted  hand. 

“Get  down.  Shoo!”  he  said,  jumping  down  first.  Without  so  much 
as  a  glancts  at  anyone,  he  went  straight  to  his  thatched  hut.  Seeing 
him  right  in  front,  the  old  charioteer,  penurbed,  shuffled  inside. 
As  he  entetred  following  the  old  man,  Bhaiya’s  head  struck  the 
lintel.  He  litad  indeed  grown  taller,  but  the  door  hadn’t  kept  pace 
with  his  height.  He  measured  himself  against  the  lintel.  Stooping, 
he  entered  inside;  I  followed. 

For  the  agitated  governor,  it  was  his  first  visit  to  the  thatched 
hut.  The  goivemor  had  no  words  to  say  when  he  saw  the  Raja  of 
Anga  himself,  the  conquering  commander-in-chief  of  the  800,000 
strong  Kaurava  army,  the  flesh-ear-ringed  and  invincible- 
armoured  handsome  hero  squatting  on  the  blanket  spread  by  the 
old  man. 

“Maharajn,  let  us  go  to  the  palace,”  he  said  dutifully. 

“No.  It  is  my  desire  to  stay  in  this  thatched  hut  for  three  or  four 
days.  I  will  eat  the  same  food  as  this  charioteer.  I  wish  to  go  to  the 
Ganga  to  make  my  orgAyo-offering.  Please  do  not  trouble  your¬ 
selves  to  come  and  see  me  here.  See  that  the  soldiers  are  well 
provided  for.  You  may  go." 

Bhaiya  said  this,  looking  at  the  thatched  ceiling. 

“It  shall  be  done,”  the  governor  said  with  a  bow,  as  he  left. 

I  lowered  my  head  in  shame.  The  thatched  hut  I  had  reserva¬ 
tions  about,  had  been  fully  approved  and  accepted  by  Bhaiya. 

“Shon,  come  here,  on  this  blanket."  He  sat  me  next  to  him.  By 
this  time,  the  governor  made  a  second  entrance.  He  ordered  the 
old  charioteer,  “Ai,  you,  go  out.  Leave  the  Maharaja  alone,  to 
rest." 
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“No,  this  good  man  will  remain  You  can  go  ”  The  governor  was 
ordered  in  no  uncertain  terms 

I  gazed  at  Bhaiya’s  toes,  I  was  lost  in  thought  All  my  life,  from 
childhood  onwards,  seemed  to  be  dancing  around  me  I  knew  I 
had  done  at  least  one  good  thing  m  my  life — I  had  agreed  to 
become  the  charioteer  of  a  large-hearted,  incomparable  hero 

12 


We  had  no  idea  how  swiftly  our  four  days  passed  in  Champa- 
nagari  Before  leaving  the  thatched  hut,  Bhaiya  took  off  his  pearl 
necklace  and  placed  it  in  the  hands  of  the  old  charioteer  “See  that 
this  thatched  hut  is  always  made  happy  with  the  presence  of 
people,  invite  relatives  from  far  off  lands  for  this  purpose,"  was 
the  advice  he  gave  Refusing  the  gold  tribute  that  was  being 
offered  to  the  governor,  he  instead  gave  him  large  quantities  of 
diamonds  and  rubies  from  the  world-conquest  booty,  instructing 
him  to  add  to  the  glory  of  Champanagan 
When  next  will  we  get  a  darshan  of  Champanagan'^  Who  could 
say  when,  and  how'>  We  departed  from  the  city  with  tear-filled 
eyes 

The  next  kingdom  was  that  of  the  war-happy  Magadhans  In  the 
whole  of  Aryavata,  the  Magadhans  were  second  only  to  the 
Kauravas  of  Hashnapura  m  military  exploits  Under  Jarasandha’s 
leadership,  they  had  attacked  Mathura  seventeen  times  All  the 
neigfibounng  kingdoms  openfy  acknowledged  the  supremacy  of 
Magadha  Jarasandha  had  subjugated  the  kings  of  Bhoja  and 
incarcerated  hundreds  of  royal  personages  to  be  offered  as  human 
sacrifice  in  the  NaraYajna  The  fully  equipped  army  of  the 
Magadhans  resembled  a  roanng  ocean  of  huge  Bhima  like  waves 
Maces,  spears,  tomaras,  fire-guns,  swords,  bows,  arrows,  shields, 
three  pronged  lances,  elephants,  horses,  bhushundis — the  army 
was  filled  with  expert  warnors  The  army  comprised  full  five 
akshauhmtSy  which  meant  that  we  would  be  facing  ten  lakh  soldiers 
on  the  field  The  Magadhans  were  descendants  of  Kuru,  their 
capital  was  Ginvraja,  founded  by  Raja  Vasu  on  the  banks  of  the 
Ganga  After  Raja  Vasu,  his  son  Bnhadratha  ascended  the  throne 
Bnhadratha’s  powerful  son  Jarasandha  was  responsible  for 
enlarging  the  terntory  and  authonty  of  Magadha  by  subduing  the 
neighbouring  kingdoms  and  making  vassalas  of  their  rulers 
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Jarasandha  had  been  killed  by  Bhima,  and  Jarasandha’s  son 
Sahadeva  now  sat  on  the  throne  of  Magadha  Our  army  was  poised 
to  clash  with  his  At  the  time  of  leaving  Champanagan,  we  had 
inducted  some  of  Champanagan*s  finest  soldiers  into  our  ranks, 
which  had  now  swelled  to  around  a  million  That  milliomnduded 
soldiers  who  had  been  gifted  to  us  by  subjugated  rajas  It  was  an 
evenly  matched  encounter  At  the  end  of  the  bright  fortnight  of 
Pausha,  we  tramped  over  endless  roads  and,  skirting  the  ashram  of 
nshi  Durvasas,  we  arrived  at  thecity  limits  of  Ginvraja  No  sooner 
had  we  done  so  than  we  got  a  taste  of  the  Magadhan  army’s 
cunning  They  had  covered  the  trenches  all  around  the  city  with 
sticks  of  firewood  and  set  them  on  fire  The  ancient  impenetrable 
head-uplifted  ramparts  of  Ginvraja  presented  an  awesome 
spectacle  in  the  light  of  the  nnging  flames  There  was  nothing  we 
could  do  except  sit  and  wait  It  took  two  days  for  the  crackling 
sticks  to  reduce  to  glowing  embers  Another  two  days  before  those 
embers  turned  to  ash,  while  we  camped  and  waited  And  on  the 
third  day,  we  found  to  our  surprise  early  m  the  morning  that  the 
Magadhans  had  overnight  filled  the  trenches  with  fresh  firewood 
Again  massive  tongues  of  flame  leapt  up,  licking  the  ramparts 
Our  soldiers  started  whispenng,  “How  many  more  days  will  this  go 
on*^  Will  we  ever  be  able  to  defeat  Che  Magadhans^” 

Eight  days  of  camping  beyond  the  trenches  had  made  our 
soldiers  restless  Something  had  to  be  done  fast  The  ninth  day 
dawned  Acnd  sparks  from  the  shooting  flames  stung  the  eyes  of 
our  soldiers  From  the  other  side  of  the  trenches  the  Magadhan 
army  amusedly  watched  our  discomfiture  We  were  completely 
baffled 

In  desperation,  I  summoned  an  emergency  meeting  of  all 
generals  and  section  chiefs  Bhaiya  sat  in  his  lent,  silent.  lost  in 
thought  No  one  dared  e\en  approach  him  The  emergency 
session,  therefore,  was  held  without  Bhaiya  present  Our  fate  was 
hanging  in  the  balance  A  decision  had  to  be  taken  should  we 
attack,  or  must  \\c  retreat'^ 

As  soon  as  the  generals  and  chiefs  assembled,  I  came  to  the 
point — how  were  we  going  to  tackle  the  problem  of  the  flaming 
trenches*’  They  came  up  with  \ancd  suggestions  One  thought  wc 
should  get  water  from  the  Ganga  with  the  help  of  elephants  and 
flood  the  trenches  Another  suggested  wc  wrap  damp  cloth  around 
the  feet  of  our  soldiers  And  a  third  “Why  not  simply  b>pass  this 
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kingdom,  get  it  over  with,  and  forget  all  about  it*^"  Nonplussed 
and  mystified,  that’s  what  they  all  were 

Still  another  idea  was  placed  before  the  assembly  “Better  than 
twiddling  thumbs  and  doing  nothing  is  to  order  batches  of  soldiers 
to  jump  in  the  trenches  They  will  perish,  but  the  rest  of  the  army 
will  walk  over  to  the  other  side  on  the  strength  of  their  sacrifice.’ 

Some  found  this  proposal  attractive  True,  it  would  mean  the 
loss  of  four  or  five  hundred  men,  but  those  who  made  it  to  the 
other  side  would  see  to  it  that  the  sacrifice  was  not  wasted 
Soldiers  who  had  to  cross  on  the  backs  of  the  corpses  of  their 
fellow-soldiers  would  make  short  shrift  of  the  Magadhans — reduce 
them  to  pulp,  in  fact 

I  ended  the  meeting,  instructed  the  members  to  return  to  their 
respective  tents,  and  immediately  ordered  a  list  prepared  of  the 
names  of  volunteers  ready  to  sacrifice  their  lives  Not  just  one  or 
two,  hundreds  came  forward  to  be  listed  m  the  roll-call  of  this 
horripilating  honour  It  was  left  to  me  to  decide  who  to  select  from 
the  volunteers  I  chose  the  massive-bodied  1  doubt  if  anyone  in 
any  war  ever  had  to  make  such  a  heart-rending  decision  I  ordered 
them  lined  up  in  ranks  and,  satisfied  with  my  decision,  1  made  my 
way  with  bowed  head  to  Bhaiya’s  tent 
He  had  removed  his  head-dress,  and  his  curly  golden  hair 
flowed  freely  around  his  face  His  eyes  were  closed  Cupping  his 
chin  in  his  palm,  he  was  deep  in  thought 

‘  Raja  of  Anga,  there  is  no  need  of  worry  any  more  I  have 
devised  a  plan  of  getting  across  the  trenches  ”  I  sat  near  him  and 
explained  the  strategy 

‘  No,  Shon,  no’  It’s  out  of  the  question  ”  He  said  this,  standing 
up  suddenly  and  pacing  up  and  down,  distressed 

For  a  moment  there  was  total  silence  I  hadn’t  the  courage  to 
speak  up  against  his  refusal  What  he  ordered,  was  final 

‘  I  am  not  prepared  to  sacrifice  a  single  Kaurava  soldier  to 
combat  the  shrewd  plan  of  the  Magadhans  If  a  Kaurava  has  to 
die,  he  will  die  fighting  on  the  battlefield,”  he  said  firmly 
“But — but  how  shall  we  cross  the  trenches'?”  I  asked 
Dead  silence  again  Pressing  his  hands  against  his  temples,  he 
stalked  the  tent-room,  then  abruptly  stopped — but  only  for  a 
second  He  closed  his  eyes,  then,  opening  them,  he  smiled  and 
replied,  ‘There  is  a  way  ’ 

‘‘What  way*?”  I  asked  quickly 
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“Shon,  go  and  order  half  the  boats  of  our  hundred-boat  naval 
unit  dismantled  See  that  the  planks  are  kept  aside  We’ll  use  them 
to  cover  the  embers,  and  our  soldiers  will  then  march  across 
without  a  single  loss  of  life  He  put  on  his  head-gear  His  blue 
eyes  gleamed  His  flesh  ear-rings  swayed  charmingly 

I  touched  his  feet  and  left  the  tent  I  approached  the  selected 
suicide  squad  and  told  them  ‘  You  have  not  been  chosen  to  lay 
your  bodies  on  the  burning  embers  That  task  will  be  attended  to 
by  the  naval  unit  Go — dismantle  the  boats  and  pile  up  the 
planks  ”  Thud'  Thud'  Thud*  Blow  upon  blow'  The  same  boats 
that  had  ferried  us  across  the  rivers,  were  now  being  ripped  apart 
The  army  chiefs’  eyes  glowed  when  they  saw  the  long  planks  piling 
up  Such  a  simple  tactic,  yet  no  one  had  thought  of  it 

Wearing  his  head-gear,  our  general  personally  handed  over  the 
planks  one  by  one  to  the  soldiers  who,  receiving  them,  broke  into 
spontaneous  cries  of  "Victory  to — * 

“General  Kama,  Raja  of  Anga'” 

Seeing  our  entire  military  force  crossing  the  trenches,  the 
Magadhans  on  the  parapets  of  the  ramparts  prepared  themselves 
From  apertures  in  the  walls  they  rained  a  deluge  of  arrows  at  us 
Our  whole  army,  including  elephants  and  cavalry,  had  by  this  time 
reached  the  battlements  The  extraordinary  war-skills  of  the 
Magadhans  kept  us  wondenng  and  on  our  toes  Tying  palasha-hnf 
bags  filled  with  red  ants  to  the  tails  of  arrows,  they  shot  them  in  the 
direcJjon  of  ovr  eiephans  cooimgcnt  The  jnsSont  the  ants  stmi^ 
their  sensitive  ears,  the  vulnerable  elephants  that  had  braved  a 
path  through  the  fearsome  Naimisha  forest  collapsed  and  died  A 
shrewd  tnck' 

“Shon,  plug  the  elephants’  ears  with  cloth*’’  Bhaiya  shouted, 
lifting  his  hand  The  mahouts  tons  strips  off  their  shawls  and 
stuffed  them  m  their  mounts’  cars  The  challenge  overcome,  our 
forces  pressed  ahead 

The  Magadhans  began  hurling  stones  from  the  battlements 
Arrows  with  flaming  tails  sped  towards  us  Utterly  fearless, 
Bhaiya  succeeded  in  leading  an  elephant  contingent  right  up  to  the 
mam  gate  Anshtasena,  Vyaghravarman,  Hiranyavarman — they 
surrounded  the  fort  Victory  was  now  m  our  grasp,  no  matter  what 
happened  Victor}' 

Wc  had  indeed  reached  the  mam  gates  but,  seeing  ihcir  formid¬ 
able  massneness,  wc  were  disheartened  The  fronts  were  studded 


464 


Mntyunjaya 


with  huge  sharp  steel  spikes  When  an  mfunated  elephant  charged 
at  them,  his  trunks  got  impaled  on  the  spikes  And  no 
elephant  then  dared  to  push  against  the  trapped  and  wounded 
beast  It  was  a  terrible  task  for  the  soldiers  to  free  the  impaled 
creature  Problem  upon  problem'  Fresh  challpngcs’  The  mam 
gates  of  Magadha’  The  impregnable  gates' 

Bhaiya  paused  Patting  the  back  of  one  of  the  elephants,  he  was 
lost  in  thought  Then,  in  a  flash,  he  had  taken  off  his  armour  and 
hung  It  on  one  of  the  spikes  One  by  one,  the  warnors  behind  him 
took  off  their  armours  and  followed  his  example  In  no  time  at  all 
every  spike  had  been  covered  Ten  elephants  were  then  goaded 
with  pointed  spears,  they  rushed  forward  m  a  bunch  and  hurled 
themselves  against  the  gates  The  invincible  gates  of  Magadha 
cracked  and  tumbled  on  the  ground  Lakhs  and  lakhs  of  zealous 
but  frustrated  Kaurava  soldiers,  shouting  victory  cries,  streamed 
through  the  opening  into  Ginvraja  like  a  python  sliding  inside  a 
hole  After  that,  the  kingdom  of  Magadha  was  like  any  other 
kingdom 

The  battle  was  gruesome  Jarasandha’s  son  Sahadeva  hurled 
against  Bhaiya  every  form  of  assault — tvon  chariots,  maces, 
swords,  spears,  javelins  and  vanous  other  weapons — before  tiring 
Facing  me  was  the  Magadha  general  The  massacre  of  the 
Magadhans  was  completed  by  the  evening  The  field  was  filled 
with  the  spirits  of  the  dead  The  ground  was  littered  with  shattered 
fragments  of  arrows,  three-pronged  spears,  and  swords 
Weaponless  Sahadeva,  his  hands  tied  behind  his  back,  was 
brought  by  Vyaghradatta  in  front  of  the  Raja  of  Anga  The  same 
man  whose  father  had  trussed  up  many  rajas  and  incarcerated 
them,  was  now  standing  with  hands  lied  along  with  his  minister 
before  the  general  of  the  Kauravas  His  own  general  was  dead 
The  Magadhans  had  never  suffered  such  a  humiliating  defeat 
Their  royal  flag  had  toppled 

‘Tell  us,  Sahadeva,  what  tribute  can  you  offer*^'’  our  valiant 
general  asked  the  defeated  raja 

‘‘Whatever  you  desire,”  replied  the  shrewd  minister 

“You  tell  us,  king  Diamonds,  pearls,  gold,  pachus,  coral, 
paddy ,  cattle — this  tribute  is  essential  But  do  you  know  how  it  is 
to  be  paid'^” 

As  you  wish.  Raja  of  Anga,”  Sahadeva  replied  weakly  His 
^  head  was  bowed  Surely  he  was  experiencing  the  misery  of  royal 
*  personages  whom  he  had  earher  captured  and  imprisoned 
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We  crossed  your  trenches  by  demolishing  our  boats  Build  the 
same  number  of  boats,  fill  them  with  the  tribute,  and  offer  them  as 
reparation  to  our  second-in-command  ”  He  said  this,  pointing  to 
me  As  soon  as  Sahadeva  nodded  agreement,  his  hands  were 
freed  Magadha,  land  of  brave  warriors,  had  captitulated  It  was 
now  the  beginning  of  the  month  of  Magha  Two  months  had 
elapsed  since  we  left  Hastinapura  The  reinforcements  that  we  had 
brought  along  from  Anga  were  Ordered  back  to  Champanagan 
Secret  messengers  were  sent  to  Hastinapura  with  the  happy  news 
of  the  fall  of  Magadha 

That  very  mght  the  boat-butidets  of  Magadha  as  well  as  our  own 
specialists  started  non-stop  construction  of  the  required  boats  The 
soldiers  who  were  unable  to  sleep  as  as  result  of  all  the  hammering 
and  planing  passed  the  time  enjoying  the  performances  of  nautch- 
girls  in  the  light  of  the  flaming  torches 
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We  visited  the  dungeons  where  Jarasandha  once  imprisoned  the 
rajas,  accepted  the  boats  filled  with  the  required  tnbute,  and  then 
left  Girivraja  Passing  along  the  bank  of  the  Niranjana  river,  we 
subjugated  the  kingdoms  of  Kikata,  Manda,  Eastern  Dashama, 
Utkala,  and  others,  and,  after  skirting  the  Riksha  range,  we  again 
proceeded  towards  the  eastern  ocean  The  bnght  fortnight  of 
Magha  was  over 

The  Riksha  range  abounded  With  numerous  trees  including 
kadamba,  mama,  pandora,  ud,  khatra,  asana,  kataka,  nana,  shami, 
jala-neem,  punnaga  The  mischievous  breezes  of  the  eastern  ocean 
brought  the  melodies  of  their  whispenng  tree-leaves  to  us  We 
crossed  the  Vaitaram  river  and  set  foot  in  the  kingdom  of  Pundra 
Imbibing  the  incredible  scenic  beauties  of  Aryavarta  at  every  step, 
we  marched  ahead  How  many  species  of  birds,  varieties  of 
creepers,  trees,  rivers,  lakes,  flowers,  fruits,  hills'  No  one  can 
exhaust  the  list  of  the  whole  range  of  these  attractions  that  fill  our 
land  We  went  on  conquering  kingdoms  of  humans  but  remem¬ 
bered  to  pay  our  respectful  homage  to  the  kingdom  of  nature  as  wc 
did  so 

As  soon  as  we  entered  the  kingdom  of  Pundra,  the  Raja 
Paundraka  Vasudeva  confronted  us  with  his  handful  of  soldiers 
Hiranyavarman  succeeded  in  defeating  him,  in  fact,  there  v-as  no 
need  for  us  to  take  up  arms 
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with  huge  sharp  steel  spikes  When  an  infuriated  elephant  charged 
at  them,  his  trunks  got  impaled  on  the  spikes  And  no  fellow- 
elephant  then  dared  to  push  against  the  trapped  and  wounded 
beast  It  was  a  terrible  task  for  the  soldiers  to  free  the  impaled 
creature  Problem  upon  problem'  Fresh  chalipnges'  The  mam 
gates  of  Magadha'  The  impregnable  gates' 

Bhaiya  paused  Patting  the  back  of  one  of  the  elephants,  he  was 
lost  m  thought  Then,  m  a  flash,  he  had  taken  off  his  armour  and 
hung  It  on  one  of  the  spikes  One  by  one,  the  warnors  behind  him 
took  off  their  armours  and  followed  his  example  In  no  time  at  all 
every  spike  had  been  covered  Ten  elephants  were  then  goaded 
with  pointed  spears,  they  rushed  forward  in  a  bunch  and  hurled 
themselves  against  the  gates  The  invincible  gates  of  Magadha 
cracked  and  tumbled  on  the  ground  Lakhs  and  lakhs  of  zealous 
but  frustrated  Kaurava  soldiers,  shouting  victory  cries,  streamed 
through  the  opening  into  Ginvraja  like  a  python  sliding  inside  a 
hole  After  that,  the  kingdom  of  Magadha  was  like  any  other 
kingdom 

The  battle  was  gruesome  Jatasandha’s  son  Sahadeva  hurled 
against  Bhaiya  every  form  of  assault — twin  chariots,  maces, 
swords,  spears,  javelins  and  various  other  weapons — before  tiring 
Facing  me  was  the  Magadha  general  The  massacre  of  the 
Magadhans  was  completed  by  the  evening  The  field  was  filled 
with  the  spirits  of  the  dead  The  ground  was  littered  with  shattered 
fragments  of  arrows,  three-pronged  spears,  and  swords 
Weaponless  Sahadeva,  his  hands  tied  behind  his  back,  was 
brought  by  Vyaghradatta  in  front  of  the  Raja  of  Anga  The  same 
man  whose  father  had  trussed  up  many  rajas  and  incarcerated 
them,  was  now  standing  with  hands  tied  along  with  his  minister 
before  the  general  of  the  Kauravas  His  own  general  was  dead 
The  Magadhans  had  never  suffered  such  a  humiliating  defeat 
Their  royal  flag  had  toppled 

Tell  us,  Sahadeva,  what  tribute  can  you  offer*'”  our  valiant 
general  asked  the  defeated  raja 

'^hatever  you  desire,”  replied  the  shrewd  minister 

"You  tell  us,  king  Diamonds,  pearls,  gold,  pachus,  coral, 
paddy,  cattle — this  tribute  is  essential  But  do  you  know  how  it  is 
to  be  paid*!” 

“As  you  wish.  Raja  of  Anga,"  Sahadeva  replied  weakly  His 
head  was  bowed  Surely  he  was  expenencmg  the  misery  of  royal 
personages  whom  he  had  earlier  captured  and  impnsoned 
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campaign  was  over  We  were  flushed  with  the  excitement  of 
victory 

The  moment  he  entered  the  city,  Bhaiya  went  and  paid  his 
respects  to  the  aged  parents  of  Supnya-bhabhi  At  Bhanumanta’s 
insistence,  we  decided  to  spend  a  day  in  Rajapura  It  was  the  fifth 
day  of  the  dark  fortnight  of  Magha  In  the  evening  the  chief  of  the 
messenger  squad  came  to  me  with  a  rider  from  Hastinapura,  who 
had  brought  a  letter  from  our  guru’s  son  Ashvatthaman  He  had 
sped  with  the  swiftness  of  wind  from  the  kingdom  of  Magadha  to 
catch  up  with  us  I  took  the  silk-wrapped  missive  from  his  hand 
and  enquired  about  Hastinapura  We  had  received  any  number  of 
messages  from  Hastinapura,  but  this  was  the  first  letter  I  went  to 
Bhaiya  and  gave  him  the  letter 

“Where  is  this  from'^’’  he  asked  without  opening  it 
“Hastinapura  From  Ashvatthaman  ’’ 

“What  has  he  to  say^  Read  it  out  to  me  ”  He  returned  the  letter 
to  me,  still  wrappped 

I  removed  the  silk  cloth  and  eagerly  read  the  letter  wntien  on 
bhurja  parchment 
“Friend 

Your  sky-high  victorious  exploits  arrive  every  week  and  impress 
us  here  in  the  palace  The  consensus  talk  everywhere  is  that  you 
have  reached  the  pinnacle  of  fame  in  this  world-conquest 
campaign  What  can  a  young  rishi  like  me  write  to  a  world- 
conquering  hero  like  you*^  But  please  do  not  read  this  letter  as  if 
written  to  the  world-conquering  Kama,  but  rather  as  one  written 
to  a  friend  I  fully  believe  that  you  will  be  happy  to  receive  this 
letter  I  know  you  very  well  If  this  letter  from  a  friend  contains 
any  inadequacies,  1  hope  you  will  overlook  them 
Sweeping  victoriously  through  Panchala,  Kosala,  Videha, 
Kaushtki,  Kaccha,  Kamarupa,  Banga,  Magadha,  and  other  king¬ 
doms,  you  rush  ahead  like  a  swift  horse  indeed  For  the  bncf 
period  that  you  are  in  their  kingdom,  they  abide  by  >our  authority 
But  the  moment  you  march  out,  they  make  plans  to  resume  their 
earlier  way  of  life»  Keep  in  mind  that  evcoone  respects  his  own 
culture  as  life-precious  That  is  the  way  it  should  be.  because  that 
IS  a  sign  of  healthy  life  Even  the  meanest  crow  docs  not  wish  to 
survive  by  losing  its  identity  That  is  why  the  only  real  conquest  is 
that  which  wins  by  love  I  am  sure  that  your  behaviour  has  already 
won  the  hearts  of  the  people  Wealth.  propcrt>.  fame,  status— 
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Next  came  Kahnga,  the  kingdom  of  Raja  Duryodhana  s  father- 
in-law  Chitrangada  How  to  launch  an  attack  on  this  land'’  Think¬ 
ing  that  such  an  attack  would  violate  Duryodhana’s  sentiments,  I 
said  to  our  general,  “The  kingdom  of  Kahnga  is  Maharam  Bhanu- 
mati’s  and  Supriya  bhabhi*s  It  is  not  possible  to  exclude  it 
from  out  list  of  conquests'’” 

“No  With  the  two  exceptions  of  Dvanka  and  Mathura  I  will 
not  spare  any  kingdom  This  royal  sceptre  belongs  to  all  the 
Kauravas  Its  significance  lies  beyond  personal  sentiments,  such  as 
mine,  yours.  Raja  Duryodhana’s,  or  indeed  anyone  else’s  Who  is 
the  reigning  monarch  there — Bhanumanta  or  his  father'’” 
“Bhanumanta,  Maharam  Bhanumati’s  brother  ” 

“Send  a  message  to  him  to  surrender  If  he  refuses 
‘  Then'’” 

“The  same  fate  awaits  him  that  overtook  Sahadeva  of  the 
Magadhas  Write  and  tell  him  this  ” 

Our  messenger  hurried  to  Rajapura,  the  capital  of  Kahnga 
Rajapura  should  have  been  dear  to  Bhaiya  because  of  Supriya- 
bhabht’s  association  with  it,  but  he  had  no  intention  of  seeing  it 
with  eyes  other  than  those  of  a  commander  in-chief  We  waited 
apprehensively  for  the  return  of  the  messenger  and  the  reply  he 
would  bring 
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The  messenger  returned  with  the  news  that  Raja  Bhanumanta 
of  Kahnga  had  agreed  to  capitulate  He  had  ordered  the  captial  to 
be  decorated,  and  informed  that  he  would  receive  us  at  the  bank  of 
the  Mahanadi  nver  It  was  fortunate  that  he  made  this  wise 
decision 

Arriving  with  our  invincible  army  to  the  accompaniment  of 
martial  bugles,  we  entered  the  capital  Rajapura  from  which  Raja 
Duryodhana  had  abducted  Maharam  Bhanumati  The  Raja  of 
Anga  had  spared  the  life  of  Jarasandha  in  a  duel  in  this  very  city, 
which  sprawled  serene  and  attractive  on  the  bank  of  the 
Mahanadi  Raja  Bhanumanta  approached  us,  smiling,  took  the 
hand  of  our  hurricane-onrushing  commander-in-chief  and  led  him 
to  the  royal  chariot — not  in  his  capacity  as  a  Kaurava,  not  as  the 
friend  of  Duryodhana,  not  as  the  husband  of  Supriya  bhabhi,  but 
as  the  world-conquering  hero  Kama  More  than  half  of  our 
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down  all  that  I  want  to,  all  the  leaves  would  be  filled  in  no  time 
With  my  best  regards, 

Yours  affectionately, 
Ashvatthaman  ” 

He  had  cancelled  the  words  “Yours  truly”  at  the  close  and 
replaced  them  with  “Yours  affectionately”  His  philosophical 
nature  must  have  balked  at  the  idea  of  having  any  kind  of 
attachment  burdening  his  mind  The  letter  gave  me  an  extra¬ 
ordinary  pleasure  But  it  left  Bhaiya  preoccupied  and  pensive 
“What  should  we  replyt”  1  asked 
“No  reply  is  needed  ” 
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While  making  a  list  of  the  places  in  Kalmga  worth  seeing,  the 
minister  of  Raja  Bhanumanta  mentioned  the  Mahendra  mountain 
A  mountain  “worth  seeing” — the  idea  struck  me  as  odd  There  are 
mountains  worth  seeing,  but  from  a  distance — we  knew  from 
experience  how  difficult  it  is  to  climb  mountains  I  asked  the 
minister,  “This  Mahendra  mountain  of  yours — how  does  it 
compare  with  the  Himalayas’" 

“Excellently  The  peaks  of  the  Himalayas  shine  bnghtly  m  the 
rays  of  the  sun — similarly  an  axe  shines  on  the  peak  of  Mahendra  ” 
“Axe’  What  kind  of  axe’  ’ 

“A  battle-axe  Jamadagni’s  son,  the  axe-wielding  Parashurama 
has  established  an  ashram  on  this  hill  and  is  staying  there  Every 
last  day  of  the  dark  fortnight  and  every  last  day  of  the  bnght 
fortnight,  he  slowly  descends  the  slope  of  the  Mahendra  mountain 
and  in  order  to  fulfil  his  Vanina  vow,  he  wades  chest-deep  into  the 
foaming  waters  of  the  eastern  ocean  and  offers  his  orghyo-homage 
to  the  sun  The  shores  of  the  ocean  are  filled  with  crowds  eager  to 
have  his  darshan  on  those  days  Standing  there  with  his  thick  ink- 
black  beard  flecked  with  ocean  drops,  Bhagavan  Parashurama 
presents  a  supremely  enchanting  sight  " 

“Bhagavan  Parashurama*"  A  quick  thought  flashed  m  my 
mmd — should  we  go  and  sisit  the  Mahendra  mountain’  But  how 
could  wc  lease  the  army  and  go  on  our  own’  I  had  expected  this 
question  to  crop  up  from  Bhaija  We'lcft  Rajapura  and  circled  the 
Mahendra  mountain  The  blue  peaks  of  the  mountain  ss-erc 
obscured  from  our  stew  Kamtkara.  kaUakaranja,  nandt,  dhaia. 
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these  are  very  strong  walls,  but  they  are  unable  in  the  end  to 
protect  man  from  the  mightiest  world-conquering  monarch  of  all, 
Death  Only  one  wall  withstands  that  attack,  and  that  is  the  spirit 
of  man 

I  have  started  pontificating  and  philosophising  already  in  this 
short  letter  What  can  I  do*^  It*s  my  nature  It’s  possible  you’ll  get  a 
little  bored  So  I’ll  end  my  preaching  here 

As  you  march  with  your  army,  you  must  be  observing  the  vivid 
and  varied  beauty  of  this  great  land  That  part  of  you  that  appreci¬ 
ates  nature  will  surely  be  enchanted  The  joy  that  comes  from  the 
sight  of  the  rippling,  babbling  waters  of  a  river,  the  joy  that  comes 
from  hearing  the  hum  of  bees  that  hover  on  different-hued  fully 
blown  lotuses  crowding  a  lake,  the  joy  that  comes  watching  a 
strutting  and  preening  peacock  calling  out  happily  to  Naure,  the 
joy  that  comes  from  seeing  the  seven-coloured  rainbow  bordering 
the  blue  dress  of  the  sky — in  my  opinion,  all  these  joys  are  more 
pleasureble  even  than  the  joy  of  winning  ten  battles  From  this 
point  of  view,  your  world-conquest  is  indeed  doubly  successful 
But  enough  of  this’ 

Now  let  me  come  to  Hastinapura 

It  IS  my  habit  to  go  to  the  Vishnu  Temple  outside  the  city  for  the 
deity  s  darshan  I  also  get  a  darshan  of  the  pipal  shoot  in  the  stone 
cranny  the  one  1  pointed  out  to  you,  remember’’  How  amazingly 
U  has  grown  in  these  past  two  months  You  will  be  full  of  praise 
too  when  you  come  and  see  it  for  yourself  It  always  reminds  me  of 
you  So  much  for  that 


We  are  all  looking  forward  eagerly  to  your  return  ‘We’  includes 
Vrishah  bhabhi  and  all  the  other  members  of  your  family  My 
affectionate  regards  go  to  Shon  Arre  yes,  the  most  important  fact 
of  all  has  not  even  been  mentioned  m  the  letter  yet  The  day  after 
you  set  out  on  your  campaign  of  world  conquest,  the  Queen 
Mother  Kunti  devi  arrived  here  from  Dvarika  She  is  staying  in  the 
thatched  hut  of  the  chief  advisor  Vidura  I  have  a  feeling  that  the 
chief  advisor  has  called  her  over  I  get  to  see  her  sometimes  The 
important  thing  is  jhat  1  happened  to  go  once  to  the  thatched  hut 
just  by  chance  I  paid  my  respects  to  her  by  touching  her  feet,  and 
c  glimpse  of  her  feet  reminded  me  of  you  How  similar  her 
narrow,  tapering  feet  are  to  yours* 

Well,  about  time  1  ended  the  letter,  because  if  I  were  to  write 
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brothers,  Rukmaratha,  Rukmabahu,  Rukmakesba  and 
Rukmamah,  had  come  from  Kundmpura  with  heavy  reinforce¬ 
ments  and  joined  hands  with  him  in  Bhojakota  Which  is  why  he 
was  all  the  more  ready  to  do  battle  and  was  encouraging  his  army 
to  bejirepared  for  our  attack 

It  was  our  supposition  that  no  one  would  have  the  ability  to 
confront  us  the  way  Magadha  had  But  here  was  Rukmi,  ready  to 
prove  that  presumption  wrong,  facing  us  for  battle  Unlike  the 
Magadhans,  who  fought  step  by  step,  Rukmi's  straight  confronta¬ 
tion  with  us  on  the  field  made  him  appear  to  me  even  more 
formidable  than  they  His  forces  and  ours  clashed  in  hand-to  hand 
combat  on  a  vast  battlefield  near  Bhojakota,  like  two  oceanic 
armies  grappling  Vidarbha  had  never  witnessed  such  an 
encounter 

Roaring  his  war-cries,  Bhaiya  personally  clashed  with  Rukmi 
Sparks  flew  from  colliding  arrows,  as  if  screeching,  “We  are 
Vidarbhan!  We  are  sons  of  Raja  Bhishmaka'  We  are  kinsmen  of 
Rukmini'"  The  first  day  was  spent  in  a  tumultuous  collision  of 
arrows,  and  victory  remained  uncertain 

The  second  day  dawned  Wielding  his  mace,  Rukmi  egged  his 
soldiers  onward  and  confusedly  clashed  with  the  Kaurava  forces 
Mace  in  hand.  Raja  of  Anga  leapt  off  his  chanot  and  faced  him 
The  shrill  screams  of  conch-shells  were  deafening  To  the  accom¬ 
paniment  of  kettledrums,  they  impressively  and  cautiously  circled 
each  other  Following  Radha-mata’s  instructions,  I  made  every 
effort  to  stay  near  Bhaiya  on  the  battlefield  And  so  it  was  puzzling 
for  me  to  see  how  the  wamor  who  fought  so  expertly  on  the  field 
was  the  same  Vasu-bhaiya  who  used  to  swing  Minakshi  up  on  his 
shoulder  and  play  with  her  He  whirled  the  mace  m  his  hand  with 
the  same  fluency  with  which  1  cracked  my  whip  on  the  horses' 
backs  Occasionally,  in  order  to  frustrate  Rukmi’s  lunges,  he 
would  leap  high  up  in  the  air  and  jump  out  of  the  way  Seeing  them 
glaring  at  each  other  with  angry,  flaming  eyes,  I  got  the  impression 
that  two  musth-maddencd  elephants  were  fighting  They  con¬ 
tinued  feinting  and  lunging  without  respite,  circling  according  to 
the  rules  of  mace  duel  Somelimcs  an  antagonist’s  mace  slipped 
from  his  perspiring  grasp  and  fell  on  the  ground,  in  which  case,  his 
opponent  merely  circled  without  attacking  until  the  mace  was 
retncsed  Their  arm  muscles  were  swollen  light,  iheir  foreheads 
streamed  with  sweat  The  second  day  ended  cndecisiicl) 
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dhamani,  rose-apple  and  many  other  kittds  of  trees  were  sheltered 
and  nourished  by  the  large-hearted  mist-crowned  slopes  which 
accentuated  the  holiness  of  Bhagavan  Parashurama’s  ashram. 

We  crossed  the  southern  kingdom  of  the  Kosalas  along  the 
banks  of  the  Mahanadi  and  came  to  the  frontiers  of  Vidarbha. 


Vidarbha!  The  land  of  Rukmini,  Srj  Krishna’s  wife,  The  entire 
territory  east  of  Hastinapura  had  been  subjugated,  and  the  cam¬ 
paign  of  conquest  had  shifted  to  thp  southern  region.  Magha  was 
over,  and  Phalguna  had  come;  on  both  banks  of  the  river  neem, 
pipal,  shalmali  and  other  trees  had  commenced  a  melodious 
susurrus  of  fresh-sprouted  leaves  to  herald  the  arrival  of  spring, 
Rukmi,  the  raja  of  Vidarbha,  would  have  to  welcome  Kama,  the 
raja  of  Anga,  before  spring  set  in  fully.  Rukmi  was  gri  Krishna’s  ^ 
well-wisher.  Our  general  strongly  wished  that  he  arrive  at  a  peace¬ 
ful  agreement,  and  an  envoy  had  been  despatched  to  Kundinpura, 
the  capital  of  Vidarbha,  with  this  message.  But  the  proposal  of 
peace  was  rejected.  Our  army  crossed  the  Vina  and  Bhadranadi 
rivers  and  entered  Vidarbhan  territory. 

In  order  to  take  over  Kundinpura,  which  was  situated  on  the 
Payoshni  river,  our  forces  attacked  with  the  speed  of  wind  from 
the  vantage  of  the  roads.  But  we  saw  the  massive  army  of  Rukmi 
blocking  our  march  in  the  town  of  Bhojakota,  and  we  were  taken 
by  surprise.  How  and  why  had  this  raja  left  his  capital  and  decided 
to  stop  us  midway?  The  facts  that  emerged  from  our  investigation 
were  mind-boggling. 


This  stubborn  raja  had  opposed  his  father  Bhishmaka,  and 
declared  that  his  sister  Rukmini  be  married  Jo  ghishupala  and  not 

Ina  ^"*’'**'  At  the  time  when  Sri  Krishna 

abducted  Rukmini  from  Kundinpura.  he  had  left  the  city  and 

aaat  ®  which  he  would  never  set  foot  in  Kundinpura 

Sot  wLhtrr*  *>*S''t  of  Sri  Krishna’s 

the  borl^rs  of  hk  fiercely  within 

sword  in  order  to  hch^  n'h'  routed  him,  and  raised  his 

brother’s  life  Manv  ^  I?*”*’ pleaded  for  and  saved  her 
rernmed  to  years  had  elapsed  since  then,  but  he  had  never 

choice  cxcent  to  n  jw®**  ®'°"e  in  Bhojakota,  We  had  no 

I  Lc  '  overcome  h|s  obstructive  tactics, 

KrishnrwZwsocco^t.''''’'  f™Bht  with  Sri 

o  ns.  In  fact,  four  of  his  valiant  younger 
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“Raja  of  Anga,  K^rna^” 

“Victory  to  him*”  Our  soldiers*  temporarily  suspended  breaths 
burst  out  m  shouts  of  victory  The  stock-still  soldiers  broke  loose 
and  rushed  in  the  direction  of  Kundinpura  like  flocks  of  deer 

We  expected  defeated  Rukmi  to  depart  with  lowered  head,  but 
he  caught  hold  of  the  Raja  of  Anga’s  right  hand,  raised  it  high,  and 
shouted  to  the  soldiers  of  both  armies,  “There  is  no  hero  in  all 
Aryavarta  to  equal  Kama,  the  Raja  of  Anga’  I.  Raja  of  Vidarbha, 
Rukmi,  welcome  him  ’*  He  turned  and  embraced  our  commander- 
m-chief 

Seeing  that  incomparable  sight,  I  announced  joyfully, 
“Vidarbha-raja  Rukmi  ” 

“Victory  to  him’”  both  armies  joined  in 

Some  of  the  thoughts  in  Ashvatthaman’s  letter  were  still  moving 
m  my  mind  “Everyone  respects  his  own  culture  as  Iife-precious 
That  IS  the  way  it  should  be,  because  that  is  a  sign  of  life  All  can 
be  won  only  by  love  Your  world-conquest  is  indeed  doubly 
successful  ” 

16 

Taking  Rukmi  with  us,  we  entered  Kundinpura  The  joy  of 
seeing  his  son  return  after  a  thirtyfjve  years’  absence  more  than 
compensated  Raja  Bhishmaka  for  the  hurt  of  learning  about  his 
army’s  defeat  As  he  climbed  up  the  stairs  of  the  aticieut  palace  of 
Vidarbha,  the  Raja  of  Anga  paused  at  a  particular  step,  exactly  as 
he  had  paused  in  Mithila  The  same  expression,  the  same  pensive 
look  of  peace  The  same  emotion-filled  blue  eyes 

“Why  have  you  stopped’’”  1  asked 

“Shon,  the  general  belief  is  that  Sri  Krishna  forciblj  ran  away 
with  Rukmini,  but  that  is  not  right  What  he  did  was  to  protect 
her  Suppose  she  had  been  mamed  to  Shishupala  what  would 
have  been  the  result’’  She  would  have  leapt  into  the  Payoshni  rucr 
the  day  she  left  her  parents*  home  That  brave  lady’s  tears  must 
have  tncklcd  on  to  this  very  step  as  she  was  led  out  bj  Sri 
Knshna— the  tears  that  were  a  mixture  of  her  jo>  at  leaving  with 
Knshna  and  her  sorrow  at  having  to  hurt  her  brother  by  doing  so  ” 

For  an  instant  he  was  lost  in  deep  thought,  slanng  fixedly  at  that 
step 

With  silent  respect,  wc  climbed  the  steps  Raja  Bhishmaka 
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The  third  day  saw  a  sword  duel,  and  the  fourth  day  a  javehn, 
but  Rukmi  remained  unbending  Nor  would  Bhaiya  relent  During 
these  four  days  thousands  of  brave  soldiers  of  both  armies  lost 
their  lives  What  way  out  was  there’’  No  conclusive  victory  seemed 
likely 

The  fifth  day  arrived  with  a  battalion  of  sunrays  flooding  the 
field  As  soon  as  both  armies  faced  each  other,  the  Raja  of  Anga 
raised  his  arm  and  ordered  the  martial  music  to  stop  The  instant 
our  instruments  stopped,  the  Vidarbhans  also  became  silent 
‘  Rukmi,  I  will  not  leave  until  1  have  conquered  the  kingdom  of 
Vidarbha  If  you  wish  to  stop  the  slaughter  of  both  armies,  then 
step  down  and  fight  a  straight  duel  with  Kama  ” 

Khud'  Khud' 

As  Bhaiya  stepped  down  his  chariot,  loud  clapping  accompanied 
him 

“Kama,  you  cannot  conquer  Vidarbha  Come  and  fight  me  any 
way  you  wish  on  the  ground  I  am  ready  ” 

Khud'  Khud' 

Similar  clapping  from  Rukmi’s  side  After  all,  he  was  Rukmim’s 
brother 

In  no  time  at  all,  the  ground  was  prepared  for  a  duel  by  spread 
ing  red  earth  on  the  fighting  area  Both  armies  stood  still,  staring 
at  each  other’s  leaders  In  the  middle  of  the  neutral  soldiers,  the 
two  combatants  clashed  head  to  head  like  two  fierce  tigers  grap¬ 
pling  between  two  hills  The  capital  of  the  Vidarbhans  was  a  few 
yojams  away,  but  its  foundations  trembled  from  the  impact  of  the 
two  duelling  parties  They  were  entwined  like  two  pythons  m  a 
kundahni  embrace  The  first  round  ended  The  sun  rose  in  the  sky 
Ash  was  rubbed  repeatedly  on  their  bodies  to  dry  the  perspiration, 
giving  them  a  horrific  appearance  The  second  round  ended 
And  now  Rukmi  began  avoiding  touching  Bhaiya’s  body,  it 
seemed  from  his  expression  that  he  felt  he  was  touching  fire  In  the 
meantime,  Bhaiya  cleverly  worked  out  a  tactic  The  tactic  prelimi¬ 
nary  to  the  use  of  the  Thorny-Arm  hold  Thorny-Arm'  The  fatal 
hold'  I  was  thinking  of  this  when  our  heroic  commander-in-chief 
wrapped  Rukmi  as  if  he  was  a  bundle  and  pinned  him  under  his 
thighs  Bhaiya's  arms  like  nooses  tightened  round  Rukmi’s  neck 
Wriggling  his  heels,  Rukmi  thrashed  about  like  a  mortally-stricken 
snake  Helpless'  A  erushable  thing'  Dying  by  slow  degrees' 
Rukmi'  Surrender'  Bhaiya  boomed  Lifting  his  right  thumb, 
Rukmi  indicated  defeat  The  noose  slackened  His  life  was  spared 
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and  Sumitra  lay  s&nseless  on  the  field  of  battle,  and  our  doctors 
revived  them.  Actually  speaking,  we  had  no  enmity  with  anybody. 
T^e  conflict  was  with  the  proud  ego  of  anyone  who  considered 
himself  invincible,  not  with  insentient  forms.  Our  commander-in- 
chief  had  instructed  us  so.  There  was  only  one  punishment  for  a 
soldier  who  employed  arms  against  an  unarmed  opponent,  an 
unconscious  enemy,  one  who  had  surrendered,  an  attendant,  and 
a  womans  he  would  have  to  wield  the  same  weapon  against  himself 
in  front  of  the  entire  army,  without  a  murmur,  until  he  died.  Such 
an  occasion  never  rose  in  our  army,  for  which  the  credit  went  to 
the  unblameable,  spotless  character  of  our  commander-in-chief. 
His  example  stood  out  clearly  in  front  of  everyone,  like  a  pure- 
white  peak  of  the  Himalayas,  like  the  dazzling,  incorruptible  Sun 
to  whom  he  offered  arghya-homagt. 

Accepting  the  wealth-tribute  of  Pulinda,  we  proceeded  to  the 
capital  of  Shishupala  called  Shuktimati.  The  great  gardener  of 
Time,  Kala  himself,  sat  crosslegged,  kept  stringing  the  white  and 
black  flowers  of  day  and  night.  We  had  lost  count  of  how  many 
such  flowers  he  had  culled  and  strung  in  the  last  four  months. 

17 


Trampling  the  sweet-smelling  grasses  in  the  bed  of  the  Dasharna 
river,  we  surrounded  Shuktimati,  the  capital  of  Raja  Shishupala  of 
the  Chedis.  Shishupala  had  of  course  been  killed  in  Indraprastha; 
his  son  Dhnsfttakefu  was  now  ford  of  rhe  Cftedfe,  the  son  of  a  life- 
long  enemy  of  Sri  Krishna. 

He  had  married  his  sister  Karenumati  to  Nakula,  as  a  result  of 
which  his  relationship  with  the  Pandavas  had  deepened.  It  was 
certain  that  he  would  oppose  us,  but  the  Kaurava  army,  marching 
from  one  victory  to  another,  was  certainly  not  going  to  allow  itself 
to  be  defeated  by  anyone. 

In  his  strategy  of  defending  Shuktimati,  Dhrishtaketu  joined 
forces  with  his  three  brothers  Soketu,  Karkarsha,  and  Sharabha, 
and  attacked  us  from  four  different  directions. 

Once  again,  spafks  flashed  from  clashing  weapons  of  war  near 
the  Vetravati  river.  The  reverberating  war-cries  of  soldiers  swelled 
the  waves  on  the  Vetravati,  and  the  entire  riverscape  was 
shrouded  with  arrows.  Dhrishtaketu  was  a  mighty  warrior.  The 
bewildering  swiftness  with  which  he  rushed  about,  inspiring  his 
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served  the  dehaous  meat  of  lamk  birds  to  the  entire  company  It 
was  the  last  day  of  the  bright  fortnight  of  Phalguna  So  we  left 
Kundinpura  in  the  evening  and  marched  to  the  land  of  the 
Puhndas  Rukmi  saw  us  off  at  the  very  boundary  of  his  kingdom 
Affection  had  made  smooth  the  creases  of  victory  and  defeat 
Crossing  the  Tapi  river  we  came  to  the  Vindhya  range  One 
road  led  to  the  south  It  was  called  the  Southern  Path  Deep  m  the 
south  was  the  territory  of  the  Maharatthas,  comprising  Ashmaka, 
Gopa,  and  Malla  The  Southern  Path  was  so  narrow  that  our 
elephants  could  not  walk  on  it  Besides,  m  the  central  region,  was 
the  dense  Dandakaranya  forest,  the  likes  of  which  we  had  not  yet 
encountered  in  our  campaign  For  this  reason  we  bypassed  the 
Maharattha  temtones  and  turned  north,  making  the  kingdom  of 
Puhnda  out  destination  Stnctly  speaking,  the  Maharattha  tern- 
tones  were  not  considered  a  part  of  Aryavarta 
Leaving  the  Southern  Path,  out  army  skirted  the  Vindhya  range 
and  crossed  the  Narmada  nver  In  front  of  us  loomed  the 
Nishadha  mountain,  the  dwelling  place  of  Ekalavya,  son  of  Raja 
Hiranyadhenuka  of  the  Nishadhas  Having  attained  fame  as  the 
most  bnlliant  of  pupils  by  sacnficmg  his  thumb  as  a  dakshina- 
offenng  to  Guru  Drona,  Ekalavya  roamed  that  mountain  like  a 
fearless  lion  Though  thumbless,  he  used  his  two  middle  fingers  to 
pull  the  bowstnng  for  hunting  savage  beasts  and  subduing 
enemies  Our  clever  spies  kept  us  informed  daily  of  all  activities 
They  had  spotted  Ekalavya — ^but,  though  we  eagerly  wanted  to  see 
him,  we  never  got  that  opportunity 
A  ravine  separated  the  two  mountains  called  Nishadha  and 
Shuktimat  We  had  planned  to  march  through  that  ravine  m  order 
to  reach  Puhnda  We  sent  out  scouts  to  determine  if  the  Puhnda 
authorities  were  alert  to  our  presence  They  were  quiet  Possibly 
they  had  conveniently  surmised  that  our  army  would  never  under 
take  to  negotiate  the  long  mountain  stretch  of  Vindhya,  Nishadha 
and  Shuktimat  But  when  they  saw  lakhs  and  lakhs  of  our  soldiers 
scurrying  across  the  ravine  like  ants  streaming  out  of  an  anthill, 
Sukumara  and  Sumitra,  the  two  brothers  who  ruled  Puhnda, 
quickly  readied  themselves  War  once  more  Once  more  blood¬ 
shed  Again  a  torrent  of  arrows  That  was  all  our  life  had  come  to 
mean  We  had  marched  out  in  order  to  fight  anyone  who  dared 
oppose  us  Puhnda  fell  in  the  course  of  a  day  They  did  not  have 
time  even  to  properly  organise  themselves  for  defence  Sukumara 
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horses  all  their  lives  ”  He  said  this,  glancing  in  the  direction  of  the 
nver  In  the  meantime,  a  cowherdess  turned  up  there,  to  feed 
water  to  her  white  cow,  who  was  accompanied  by  a  calf  lunging 
sharply  at  the  cow’s  teats  But  the  cow  had  quickly  slipped  inside 
the  water,  the  calf,  tail-tuft  uplifted,  waited  expectantly  for  the 
mother-cow  to  return  A  piece  of  dried  wood  drifted  on  the  fast- 
flowing  stream  The  anchal  of  the  cowherdess  fl“«ered  in  the 
breeze  I  was  enchanted  by  the  scene  so  simple,  so  beautifu 
pure'  The  all-adored  cow'  The  gentle  calf  The  murmuring  river'  It 

Struck  me  speechless  u  e 

But  something  happened  to  our  commander  in  chief  he  leap 
down  from  Vayujit  ran  forward,  waded  into  the  waters  and 
dragged  out  the  cow  by  her  bell-rope  Could  it  be  ‘^at  he  could  n 
beafto  see  the  helpless  calf  He  did  succeed  in  pulling  the  cow  out 
of  the  river  but  the  calf,  fnghtened  by  his  soldiers  uniform, 
bounderawy  into  the  far  distance  The  hobbmg  stick  also  disap¬ 
peared  in  the  distance  Holding  the  neck  rope  our 
mg  general  stood  there,  staring  unblmkingly  'he  drifting  piece  of 
wood  One  hand  held  the  royal  Kaurava  sceptre,  and  the  other 

“"ft  do'etftmatter  ft  was  fated  so  You  hard  to  ^elp  the 

calf,  and  the  calf  just  fled  ”  I  put  conquering 

“Fate’  You  go  about  winning  wars  ""'h  vg  ,hu„dered 

army,  and  all  you  can  do  is  sing  the  praise  of  Fa 

'‘•q^hat  else  is  it  but  Fatet”  i  lowered  my  head  I  could  not 

understand  what  I  had  said  wrong  mustake  Using  Fate  as 

“Shon,  what  man  calls  Fate  -  h- g" 
an  ally,  man  tries  to  run  ^  j  ,5  mat  which  faces 

stick  All  human  life  is  like  that  Jhe  reu>  e 'S  ' 
the  buffeting  waves  ”  He  pointed  h,s  finger  at  the  nve 
rope  slipped,  and  the  cow  ambled  away 


18 

,  o».  Mvpr  With  the  plan  of  humbling 

We  crossed  the  Charmanva  beyond  the  confluence 

Kuntibhoja  and  Purujit  „  Bhoja  came  within 

of  Ashvanadi  The  capital  Bhojap  advisor  Vidura 

eyeshot  We  had  repeatedly  heard  from  ‘he  ch^e 
tL  the  childhood  of  Queen  Mother  Kunti  was  p 
town 
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soldiers,  made  him  appear  before  all  the  warriors  repeated^  Our 
soldiers  were  under  the  illusion  that  there  were  tour  Dhrish- 
taketus  He  had  inherited  his  father’s  valiant  fervour  in  every  pore 
of  his  being  Yet  he  was  baffled  and  disarmed  by  our  commander- 
m-chief  at  every  step  For  half  the  day  the  Chedis  fought  deter¬ 
minedly,  but  their  confidence  collapsed  the  instant  an  arrow  of 
Bhaiya’s  struck  Dhrishtaketu  They  fled  like  the  waters  of  the 
Vetravati  rushing  downstream  during  a  flood  Holding  his 
wounded  side  with  his  hand,  brave  Dhrishtaketu  kept  vainly  urg¬ 
ing  his  fleeing  soldiers  to  stay  firm  The  kingdom  of  Chedi  was  in 
our  hands  Our  conquering  Kaurava  forces  entered  Shuktimati 
and  muddied  the  Vetravati  river  with  their  churning  conquest 
To  the  north  of  this  city  lay  Mathura  Our  messenger  sped  to 
Hastinapura  with  the  latest  news  of  victory,  with  instructions  to 
pause  in  Mathura  on  the  way  and  present  on  our  behalf  royal  silk 
vestures  and  gold  coins  to  Raja  Ugrasena  who  had  been  installed 
on  the  throne  of  Mathura  by  Sri  Krishna  It  was  Bhaiya’s  express 
vow  that  Mathura  would  not  be  attacked — hence  this  special  pre¬ 
sentation 

Leaving  Chedi,  we  marched  in  the  direction  of  Bhoja,  ruled  by 
two  rajas,  Kuniibhoja  the  father  and  Purujit  the  son,  from  the 
capital  Bhojapura,  situated  on  the  bank  of  the  Ashvanadi  The 
month  of  Phalguna  was  ending  The  sovereignty  of  springtime  was 
about  to  descend  on  the  earth  Filling  our  eyes  to  the  full  with  the 
prolific  loveliness  of  spring,  crossing  the  Para,  Patalavati  and  other 
rivers,  we  came  to  the  bank  of  the  Charmanvati  river  near  Bhoja¬ 
pura  Charmanvatd  The  hfe-bestowing  river  that  sliced  through 
the  Nishadha  hills  and  ran  circuitously  to  its  distant  destination, 
the  Yamuna,  and  from  the  Yamuna,  into  the  Ganga 
The  spot  where  Charmanvati  greeted  our  eyes  was  the  enchant¬ 
ing  confluence  of  the  Ashvanadi  and  the  Charmanvati  Ashvanadi* 
We  had  left  behind  many  rivers  in  the  course  of  our  campaign,  and 
1  was  not  even  sure  of  all  their  names,  but  how  could  I  ever  forget 
the  name  Ashvanadi,  the  Horse-River'^  It  could  be  simply  that  I 
was  a  charioteer,  and  the  association  of  “horse”  with  a  nver 
atiracicd  me  Standing  at  the  confluence  of  the  rivers,  I  asked 
Bhaiya  with  a  view  to  know  what  he  was  thinking,  “Ashvanadi 
how  docs  the  name  strike  you'^ ' 

‘  She  runs  like  a  horse,  so  it  is  an  appropriate  name  And  those 
fortunate  ones  who  thrive  from  its  waters  must  also  be  as  swift  as 
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Bhojapura.  The  palace  was  ancient,  no  doubt,  but  very  solidly 
built.  It  was  evening  when  we  made  our  entry.  The  long,  golden 
rays  of  the  setting  sun  caressed  the  towers  of  that  old  palace.  As  he 
placed  his  foot  at  the  main  gate,  Bhaiya  momentarily  paused.  He 
had  never  departed  from  his  custom — from  the  main  door  of  the 
old  palace  itself  he  paid  his  reverent  evening  homage  to  the  Sun- 

God.  ^  . 

After  dinner,  Bhaiya  had  discussions  with  father  and  son,  and 
then  someone  announced  it  was  lime  to  retire.  We  were  going  to 
sleep  in  comfortable  beds  after  a  very  long  time.  The  instant  we  lay 
down,  a  deep  slumber  would  overtake  us.  But  the  goddess 
was  clearly  not  delighted  with  me,  because  all  night  I  could  hear 
»  the  continuous  wailing  of  the  baby  of  some  palace  maid,  w  o  was 
trying  desperately  to  quieten  him.  Simultaneously,  the  win 
the  palace  banged  noisily  with  the  buffeting  of  the  reeze.  c 
flames  in  the  stone  lamps  in  our  bedroom  flickered  in  the  strong 


gusts  of  wind. 

But  Bhaiya  slept  on,  unaffected.  m.mH  the 

Before  we  left  the  city  in  the  morning,  we  were  shown  round  the 

ancient  palace  by  the  Raja  of  Bhoja  himself.  On  one  ^ 

huge  parting  of  Kuntibhoja,  showing  an  elderly  J 

watr  on  the  Raja’s  feet.  There  was  only  pamt.ng  o 

Kuntibhoja.  It  struck  me  that  1  had  seen  the  maid  somewhere,  bu 

nothing  came  clearly  to  mind.  ,  j  „„  the  oic- 

“’Who  is  this  eldeJly  woman?”  Bhaiya  asked  on  seeing  the  pic 

ture.  His  handsome  brow  was  "‘V’  "h"  lived  here  during 

“She  was  a  very  loyal  maid  called  Dhat  ,  ,„nther  of  the 

the  time  of  Kunti-devi.  When  Kunti-devi.  ‘he  " 

Pandavas,  left  this  palace,  this  maid  attendants 

attendant.  We  hear  stories  about  her  from  the  elderly  attenda 

in  the  palace,”  Purujit  replied.  Puruiit  moved  it,  and 

In  a  comer  of  the  room  was  a  stone  p  g.  J  ,  aag]  was 
an  entire  man-high  section  of  the  wall  slid  open.  A  tunn 

'  “^ere  does  this  tunnel  lead?”  B^iya  Para refuny  out  rf 

small  bat  fluttered  out  and  struck  us  before  ®  the  flight, 
the  room  window.  Bhaiya’s  crown,  which  was  struck  by  g 

sat  slightly  askew  on  his  head.  Ashvanadi  river.”  Purujit 

“This  tunnel  leads  straight  to  th  Rhaiva’s  handsome, 

informed  us.  He  was  obviously  veiy  ‘^^e  y  ?  questions, 
towering  personality.  He  personally  replied  to  all  our  q 
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Because  Kunti-devi  was  Sn  Knshna’s  aunt,  the  Raja  of 
Vidarbha,  Bhishmaka,  had  despatched  a  messenger  in  advance, 
wisely  advising  Kuntibhoja  and  Purujit  to  negotiate  a  peace  treaty. 
We  were  under  the  impression  that  we  would  be  obstructed  head- 
on  because  the  kingdom  of  Bhoja  in  southern  Aryavarta  equalled 
Magadha  in  prestige  A  powerful  army  and  the  support  of  Sn 
Krishna — ^we  were  aware  that  the  price  for  attacking  Bhojapura 
would  be  heavy — but  we  had  crossed  the  Charmanvati  fully  deter¬ 
mined  to  pay  the  pnce  What  transpired,  however,  was  totally 
unexpected  Well,  this  World,  human  life,  and  world-conquenng 
campaigns — these  three  always  bnng  unpredictable  shocks 

Purujit  and  Kuntibhoja  placed  parijata  garlands  round  our 
necks,  we  entered  Bhojapura,  carrying  with  us  the  fragrance  of 
parijata  flowers  Bhojapura*  The  enchanting  city  established  on 
the  bank  of  the  Ashvanadi  nver  which  yearned  for  union  with  the 
Charmanvati  Till  now  in  our  campaign  we  had  not  come  across 
any  city  as  attractive  as  Bhojapura  All  the  edifices  showed  evi¬ 
dence  of  great  architectural  skill  The  roads  were  remarkably 
wide,  and  shaded  on  both  sides  by  huge-trunked  ashoka  and 
mango  trees  intoxicated  by  the  arrival  of  spring  and  spreading 
colour  and  fragrance  on  all  sides  Inspired,  kokilas  trilled  songs  in 
the  entire  seven-note  spectrum,  ruling  the  sky  with  flight  and 
drenching  it  with  melody 

Our  nature-loving  commander-in-chief  heard  the  song  of  a 
kokila  as  he  was  driving  along  a  mam  road,  and  said  to  me,  “Shon, 
listen  to  these  kokilas  warbling  but  don’t  get  earned  away  by  them 
Arre,  these  birds  arc  brought  up  by  the  female  crow  ” 

“So  what*^  I  think  it’s  they  who  bnng  dignity  to  the  female 
crow’s  nest,’’  I  replied 

In  order  to  have  a  darshan  of  our  incomparably  handsome, 
brave-without-an-cqual  commander-m-chief,  infants  and  elders, 
women  and  men  eagerly  crowded  the  balconies  Bhaiya,  who 
always  folded  his  palms  in  loving  acceptance  of  tributes,  removed 
the  gold-worked  Bow  of  Victory  from  his  shoulder  and,  raising  it 
high  with  one  hand,  acknowledged  the  citizens’  affection  as  he 
drove  down  the  royal  path  In  the  distance  a  bend  of  the  Ashva¬ 
nadi  gleamed  in  the  sunlight  The  city  was  festooned  with  thick 
garlands  of  creepers,  mango  leaves,  and  lotuses  Showers  of  tiny 
vakula  blossoms  scattered  on  Vayujit 
We  arrived  at  the  palace  with  the  father-and-son  ruling  team  of 
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troubled  our  soldiers  somewhat  After  defeating  the  Malavas,  we 
crossed  the  Stambatirtha  and  arrived  at  the  bank  of  the  Subhra- 
mati  nver  which  represented  the  boundary  of  the  Malava  kin^ 
dom  Two  small  kingdoms  lay  contiguous  to  it— Anarta  and 


Surashtra  ^ 

On  the  shore  of  the  western  ocean,  in  the  kingdom  of  Anarta, 
lay  Sn  Krishna’s  city  Dvanka  Since  we  had  no  plan  of  attacking 
Dvanka,  the  question  of  entering  Anarta  never  came  up  Alter 
setting  up  camp  on  the  bank  of  the  Subhramati,  we  iscusse 
strategy  of  the  army  It  was  the  suggestion  of  the  commander-in- 
chief  that,  before  launching  an  attack  on  Surashtra,  an  en  ^ 
should  be  despatched  to  Dvanka  to  enquire  i  n  is 
there  or  not  He  also  desired  that  large  salvers 
gold  and  royal  vestures  should  be  offered  as  gi  s  o  ® 

Dvanka  More  than  a  suggestion  and  a  wish,  it  an  order  T 

implement  the  order,  five  envoys  started  their  jou  y  _ 

Why  General  Kama  despatched  those  gifts  to  the  mier 
was  not  known  to  us — nor  would  we  ever  ^tiow 

We  waited  eagerly  m  the  Subhramati  ^ 

envoys  A  patch  of  desert  lay  between  us  clean'ine  the 

horse-soldiers  busied  themselves  ba  would  not  be 

horses  in  the  Subhramati’s  waters  The  ®  getting 

needed  at  all  in  this  part  of  the  ®„e  decided  the  best 

in  their  eyes  could  be  very  behind  and  march 

thing  was  to  leave  the  elephant  con  i  g  g  this  ele- 

ahead  with  foot-soldiers  On  our  ,  jjiere  was  the 

phant  contingent  would  on  Ra.vataka  mountain 

problem  of  a  large  population  of  ,ect  our  ele- 

This  was  part  of  the  reason  for  our  decision  lo  p 

phants  by  leaving  them  behind  returned  with  the  news 

After  four  days,  the  envoys  to  D 

that  the  ruler  of  Dvanka,  Sn  Knshna,  wa  ^^ 

gone  to  Dvaitavana,  with  his  brot  er  /  ^  purohita, 

landavas  Our  gifts  were  accepted  in  h.sa»^^^^^^  g3,y3. 

the  nshi  Brahmagargya  Sri  Kn  j^^^^na,  Bhadra,  and 

bhama,  Mitravnnda,  p„<jyumna,  Charudeshna, 

Satya— were  in  the  city  His  “  Vegavata,  Ashvasena, 

Sudeshna,  Bhanu,  Bhaumanka,  t-myag  .  »  prabhosha, 

Praharana,  Jaya,  Ayu,  Anila,  Unna  a,  chanti — immediately 

Mahashakti,  Subahu,  Bhadra,  and  Shanti- 
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“Why  IS  this  nver  called  the  Ashvanadi'’” 

“Because  the  horses  here  dnnk  from  this  river  and  from  none 
other,”  father  and  son  replied  in  one  voice 

Having  toured  the  whole  palace,  we  came  to  the  spacious  court¬ 
yard  in  front,  an  area  filled  with  arbours  As  we  emerged,  Bhaiya’s 
foot  accidentally  struck  a  stone  Lucky  that  he  had  impenetrable 
skin-armour  and  so  was  not  hurt  His  golden  hair  was  spread  all 
over  his  neck  He  raised  his  eyebrows  and  looked  up 

“Why  do  you  let  these  stones  remain  in  the  open’”  he  asked  the 
two  rajas,  glancing  at  the  balustrade  They  were  seeing  us  off  at 
the  palace  entrance 

“It’s  done  deliberately  When  Kunti  used  to  be  here,  Maharshi  ^ 
Durvasas  came  here  once  and  performed  a  huge  yajna  These  are 
the  stones  used  for  the  sacred  fire-pit  A  thatched  hut  was  specially 
constructed  for  the  irascible  sage  somewhere  here  According  to 
our  minister,  the  yajna  was  a  memorable  one  Some  great  good 
must  have  resulted  from  it,”  Kuntibhoja  informed  us  The  locks  of 
his  white  beard  trembled  gently  in  the  soft  breeze  of  the  arbour 
“Durvasas'  Shon,  1  had  nearly  forgotten'  It  was — it  was 
Durvasas  who  instructed  me  to  sip  daily,  without  fail,  the  ashes  of 
burnt  gold-leaf  mixed  in  lotus  water  I  forgot  to  do  so  during  this 
campaign  Remind  me  about  it  at  the  next  halt  m  our  campaign,” 
Bhaiya  told  me 

We  affectionately  took  leave  of  Kuntibhoja  and  Purujit  in  their 
beautifully  decorated  city  of  Bhojapura  in  the  month  of 
Chaitra — in  order  to  launch  an  attack  on  the  kingdom  of  Sura- 
shtra,  and  subjugate  Vinda  and  Anuvinda  of  Avanti 
In  a  few  days,  at  the  foothills  of  the  Nishadha  range,  near  the 
source  of  the  Charmanvati  nver,  the  powerful,  heavily  populated 
city  of  Vinda  and  Anuvinda  called  Avanti  came  within  our  sight 
The  Bandudhvayas  challenged  us  with  the  might  of  Himalayan 
peaks,  but  after  three  days  these  two  cousins  of  Krishna,  sons  of 
Rajadhi  Devi,  surrendered  to  us  Avanti  fell 

19 


After  Avanti,  we  crossed  the  Mahi  river  and,  passing  through 
Malava,  marched  onward  Clad  in  the  exquisite  finery  of  spring¬ 
time,  asana,  loghra,  dhera,  panavali  and  other  trees  swayed 
happily  The  cold  breeze  that  blew  in  from  the  western  ocean 
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though  we  were  aware  that  the  Viratas  were  affluent  and  strong. 
We  were  in  fact  a  stone’s  throw  away  from  Hastinapura— a  simp  e 
crossing  of  the  Yamuna  would  take  us  back  in  the  kingdom  of  th 
Kauravas.  Should  we  need  it,  assistance  of  any  kmd  was 
at  short  notice  from  Hastinapura.  The  conquest  o  e 

promised  to  be  an  easy  affair.  .  .  j  in  one 

We  clashed  with  the  Virata  raja  in  hand-to-hand  J* 
of  the  central  localities  of  Viratanagara.  The  ° 

made  it  possible  for  our  elephants  to  create  ^'loc . 
his  army  The  general  of  the  Viratas,  lOchaka,  ”  h'* 

elephant  forces  to  stem  the  onslaught,  u  Hundreds  of 

superiority  in  numbers  made  short  shnft  °  '  charg- 

Virata  soldiers  lost  their  lives,  trampled  and  by  ouj^charg 

ing  elephants.  Panic-stricken  cattle  fled  e  e  . 

tions,  making  a  shambles  of  the  fertile  -  disarmed  the 

with  others  in  the  past,  our  Lck  ^ 

Virata  raja,  looped  his  ®  ing  ,o  do  with  these 

sharply,  and  said,  “King,  what  ar  J®”  ®  as  n,any  cows  as 
cows?  I  suggest  that  you  despatch,  t  y  humbled  Virata 

you  can  in  the  direction  of  Matsya  bowed  his 

nodded  his  head  in  agreement.  Th  ^aurava  army.  And  so 
head  before  the  victorious  *’3""®''  ”  .  ,he  southern 

our  campaign  of  conquest  ^ 

regions  beyond  Hastinapura.  Now  iQ5e  Our  plan  was 

relion.  The  month  of  Chaitra  was  vahlika.  Madra. 

to  subdue  the  kingdoms  of  Kulinda,  I  g  snows  from 

Rohataka,  Kekaya,  and  Kamboja  Qn,  aJ,y-s  numbers 

the  Himalayas  unleashed  floods  in  t  received  in  the 

swelled  daily  with  the  additions  of  soldiers  w 

form  of  tribute.  r  .h.  nalace  prior  to  our  departure 

We  stood  at  the  main  doors  of  P  Anga  on  my  horse. 

from  Viratanagara.  I  trailed  the  J  p  jnstant  I  waited 

Behind  me  came  the  elephant  con  Anga  to  go  first, 

at  the  threshold  of  the  main  door  or  .  swinging  his  trunk, 
One  of  the  elephants,  who  T^e  helmet  top- 

accidentally  chanced  to  knock  off  my  .g^jjj  •phe  noise  made 

pled  on  to  the  stone  floor  and  rol «  matter,  Shon?” 

the  Raja  of  Anga  turn  and  ask,  stooped  to 

“My  helmet  fell  off.”  I  dismounted  and  ^luphant 

“Is  that  an  ill  omen?”  Even  “be  ®md  mi  .  j  ^uld  get  to  it. 
placed  his  foot  on  the  helmet,  crushing  it  betor 
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summoned  a  royal  council  to  receive  our  gifts  Sn  Krishna’s 
uncle’s  son  Uddhava  sang  lavish  praises  of  our  victorious 
commandei-m-chief  in  that  meeting 

We  were  ready  now  to  leave  Anarta  and  attack  Surashtra 
Annexing  the  territory  of  Prabhasa,  we  skirted  Raivataka  moun¬ 
tain  and  overwhelmed  Ginnagara,  whose  ra)a  Suratha  acknow¬ 
ledged  our  victory 

We  had  strung  so  many  flowers  of  victory  m  our  garland  of 
conquest  that  mote  than  half  of  it  had  already  been  completed 
Accepting  the  tribute  of  the  Ptavalas  in  Surashtra,  we  moved 
forward  along  the  bank  of  the  Subhramati  The  elephant  contin¬ 
gent  we  had  left  behind  re-joined  us  in  the  kingdom  of  Sauvira 
Then,  in  swirls  of  dust,  began  the  next  phase  of  our  campaign 
We  left  the  city  of  Siddhapura  behind  and  arrived  at  the  ashram 
of  the  sage  Vashishtha  on  the  lower  slope  of  Panyatra  mountain 
We  had  heard  that  the  Panyatra  mountain  was  a  treasure  house  of 
caves  This  mountain  range  stretched  many  yojanas  from  north  to 
south  The  huge  stretch  of  desert  that  nnged  this  range  far  ex¬ 
ceeded  anything  in  Surashtra  It  was  a  very  tong  range,  but  the 
peaks  were  all  bare  One  missed  the  thick  foliage  that  greened  the 
other  ranges  Only  neem,  walnut  and  similar  trees,  and  arches  of 
swallowwort  and  thorny  shrubbery  covered  the  black  and  white 
stones  The  terntory  itself  was  known  as  Desert-Land  The  paucity 
of  water  created  distances  of  as  much  as  fifty  yojanas  between  one 
village  and  another  So  there  was  no  question  of  battle  Nearby 
was  Jayadratha’s  kingdom  Smdhu  Realising  the  size  and  strength 
of  the  Kaurava  forces,  he  sent  his  tnbute  in  advance 
Ahead  lay  the  kingdom  of  the  Viratas  called  Matsya,  ruled  by 
Raja  Virata,  whose  son  Uttara  was  a  total  military  failure  So  the 
responsibility  of  administration  and  defence  rested  on  Raja 
Virata’s  aging  back  From  the  city  of  Shibi  m  Smdhu,  we  re¬ 
crossed  the  desert  to  attack  Virata 

Leaving  behind  Pushkara,  Upaplavya  and  other  towns  nestling 
in  the  valley  of  the  Panyatra  range,  as  well  as  the  desert,  we  came 
upon  vast  fields  of  rolling  grass  Because  of  these  luxunant  grass¬ 
lands,  the  cattle  population  of  Virata  excelled  all  other  kingdoms 
of  Aryavarta  in  quantity  and  quality  Everywhere  we  could  see 
grazing  herds  of  healthy  cows 

We  arrived  at  the  frontiers  of  Matsya  Five  yojanas  ahead  lay 
the  capital  Viratanagara  We  were  fully  confident  of  victory 
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that  ran  from  their  sources  m  the  Himalayas  through  these  king¬ 
doms  into  the  western  ocean,  making  the  region  fertile,  prosper 
ous,  and  powerful  We  made  Shalya,  the  Raja  of  Madra,  our  mam 
target  because  we  were  sure  that  with  his  fall  all  the  ot  er  minor 
kingdoms  would  voluntarily  surrender  Shalya  was  t  e 
uncle  of  Sahadeva  and  Nakula,  and  the  son  of  Ritayana 
speedily  crossed  the  Shatadru  nver  in  order  to  reac  e 

^'’shlala,  the  capital  of  Madra,  was  situated  at 

confluence  of  the  Chandrabhaga  and  the  Vitasta  co 

with  Shalya  was  inevitable  The  instant  he  hear  a 

forces  were  approaching  to  attack  his  kingdom,  e 

taking  with  him  his  sons,  Rukmanga  and  R^kmaratha  estab 

hshed  his  defence  on  the  upper  had  encoun- 

the  Purushni  river  Of  the  many  opponents  that  we  n 
tered  so  far,  Shalya  was  the  only  one  extraordmar  y  P 

arts  of  guile  and  subterfuge  j  j,  hnats  filled  with 

To  cLfront  him,  we  launched  °  ,hey 

armed  soldiers  They  had  not  reached  ev 
were  suddenly  struck  by  numerous  logs  t  ?  fjgj  i,ke  so  many 
naval  formation  broke  up,  many  capsiKd,  .  .  archers 

straws  down  the  currents  of  the  Purushni  M^a*  ,„,d,ers 
of  Shalya  began  systematically  sniping  ^onvov  of  boats  was 

With  the  exception  of  a  handful,  the  "  cessful  ^ 

Wiped  out  Shalya’s  manoeuvre  was  ^  boats  had 

In  the  hope  that  elephants  would  su  elephants  into  the 

failed  we  ordered  a  strong  contingent  ®  ^5  He  had 

nver  Shalya  had  another  ruse  ready  to  ou  oon  as  the 

spikes  embedded  in  reverse  in  the  ^  ^be  lacerated  ele- 

outward-pointing  spikes  ,.1.  ,n’the  currents  Their 

phants  shifted  direction  and  drifted  a  y  ^  j^nows 

blood  crimsoned  the  waters  of  ^  the  upper  reaches 

where  the  elephants  finally  ended  up  .  golden  seep 

Shalya  could  easily  spot  Bhaiya  holding  h.s  gleaming 


tre  -05S  the  river,  but  to  no 

For  three  days  we  tried  our  utmos  -i^yri  our  hopes  Every 
avail  The  shadow  of  frustration  began  reason  at  all.  >0  an 

day  hundreds  of  soldiers  lost  their  liwes  sometime  or 

attempt  to  swim  across  the  nver  *-,ous  lives  without  actua  ) 

other  What  was  the  point  of  losing  pre 
fighting^ 
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Leaving  Viratanagara,  we  inarched  ahead  at  the  swiftest  speed 
possible  Passing  by  Kurukshetra,  crossing  the  Dnshadvati  river, 
our  army  surrounded  the  Kuhnda  capital,  Chandanavati  Raja 
Kulinda  was  getting  on  in  years,  his  adopted  son  Chandrahas  had 
arrived  in  a  chariot  to  supervise  the  defence  Raja  Kuhnda  had 
chanced  upon  Chandrahas  in  a  forest,  and  he  had  taken  this 
opportunity  to  repay  his  debt  It  did  not  occur  to  him  that  though 
his  name  was  Chandrahas,  the  “Smile  of  the  Moon”,  our 
commander-m-chief  was  no  less,  being  a  “Pupil  of  the  Sun” 

The  battle  took  place  at  the  bank  of  the  Sarasvati  river 
Chandrahas  was  an  expert  horseman  He  streaked  like  lightning 
through  the  ranks  of  his  soldiers  His  thunderous  shouts  inspired 
confidence  among  the  Kulindas  With  unerring  accuracy,  Hiranya- 
varman  fired  an  arrow  at  that  valiant  and  illustrious  warrior  The 
shaft  pierced  his  horse’s  neck,  the  brave  warrior  with  his  horse 
toppled  like  an  uprooted  kimshuka  tree  into  the  waters  of  the 
Sarasvati  Unable  to  spot  its  young  leader,  the  Kulinda  army  fled 
m  confusion 

None  of  the  kingdoms  we  had  conquered  possessed  an  army 
with  dedication  enough  to  continue  to  fight  after  injury  to  its 
leader  In  order  to  ensure  that  such  an  unfortunate  eventuality 
never  overtook  our  own  army,  our  commander-in-chief  would 
make  it  a  point  of  sometimes  dismounting  and  asking  me  to 
announce  falsely  that  the  General,  the  Raja  of  Anga,  had  been 
wounded  He  would  then  walk  over  to  the  possible  escape  route 
and  shrewdly  stand  there  at  an  angle  Whichever  groups  of  soldiers 
tried  to  retreat  found  heavy  punishment  awaiting  them  The 
would-be  escapees  were  ordered  to  cook  food  that  day  for  the 
entire  army  As  a  result,  the  soldiers  had  got  used  to  fighting  to  the 
last  gasp  We  were  so  immersed  in  strict  discipline  that  I  even 
forgot  that  Meghamala  came  from  the  kingdom  of  Kulinda 
Having  defeated  Chandanavati,  and  after  overwhelming  the 
kingdoms  of  Vahlika  and  Trigana,  we  arrived  near  the  Shatadru 
river  Ahead  of  us  lay  the  tiny  kingdoms  of  Rohataka,  Kekaya  and 
Yadu  Only  one  offered  any  senous  challenge — Shalya’s  Madra 
These  kingdoms  formed  a  confederacy  called  the  Panchanada — an 
appropnatc  name,  the  “Five  Rivers” — because  the  Shatadru, 
Purushni,  Chandrabhaga.  Vitasta,  and  Sindhu  were  the  five  rivers 
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why — was  he  thinking  what  announcement  he  would  make  next 
morning,  or  was  he  offering  shraddha  to  his  personal  deity'’ 
Emerging  from  the  nver,  he  said  with  conviction.  Brave  war 
nors.  It  IS  time  for  us  to  attack  and  conquer  the  Madra  city  ot 

Shakalanagara  ”  j  j  i 

“How'’”  I  asked  in  bedwilderment  Surprise  and  incredulity 
were  written  also  on  the  faces  of  the  other  army  chiefs 

“You,  Shon,  will  hold  the  sceptre  and  keep  moving  among  t 
army  ranks  Shalya  on  the  other  bank  will  think 
sceptre  With  two  akshauhints  from  the  rear,  I  wi  ” 
Shatadru  Proceeding  along  its  bank  towards  its 
through  the  kingdoms  of  Kuluta  and  Druhyu,  t  en,  cr 
Purushm  and  Chandrabhaga  at  their  sources,  I  shaU  enter  ^he 
kingdom  of  Rohataka  Shakalanagara  lies  mi  way  r 
one  side  will  be  your  army,  on  the  other  my  forces,  p 
rear — and  Shalya  trapped  between  us  ’  then'’” 

“But  this  will  take  a  whole  week  What  "nto 

“You'’  You  will  order  batches  of  ^  you  see  Shalya 

the  Purushm  and  continue  harassing  Shaly  understand  that 

slowly  withdrawing  from  the  other  bank,  you  will  understand 

I  have  surrounded  Shakalanagara  ”  as  an  attack  on 

“But  but  won’t  this  manoeuvre  be  considered  as  an 

an  unprepared  adversary'’”  Shakalanagara,  I  will 

“No  As  soon  as  I  reach  the  outskirts  of  Shakalan  g 

send  messengers  to  Shalya  with  f,om  the  Purushm 

to  save  his  capital  he  should  instantly  wi  fiaht,  because 

If  he  doesn’t  turnback,  ‘h«e  will  be  no  occasion  WJig. 

there  is  not  much  of  his  army  left  to  de  en  palace 

case,  I  will  return  only  after  I  have  lowered  his  flag 
top  and  hoisted  the  flag  of  the  Kauravas  hand,  leapt 

“As  you  say'”  I  took  the  Kaurava  lu  the  ranks  of 

up  on  Vayujit,  and  began  marching  up  U  gleamed 

the  Kaurava  army,  holding  the  seep  re  (gj  Vayujit  I  had 

conspicuously  'The  truth  was  that  even  as  I  mounted 

a  slight  reservation  slowly  detached  them- 

Sections  of  the  rear  divisions  of  our  a  If  for  which  reason 

selves  They  had  not  engaged  yet  in  actua  .  displayed  a 

they  were  fighting  fit  Under  Bhaiya’s  ’«“7"‘^’p,oceeded  to  the 
superb  enthusiasm  Crossing  the  Sha  a  .  movements  caused  a 
sources  of  the  five  rivers  of  Panchanada  My  m 
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The  fourth  day  we  saw  a  figure  dressed  m  white  coming  in  a  boat 
towards  us  from  the  other  shore  Our  soldiers  readied  their  wea¬ 
pons,  to  give  vent  to  their  suppressed  fury 

“Waif"  The  peremptory  order  of  their  commander-m-chief  left 
the  soldiers  stunned  and  wondering  But  they  realised  the  nature 
of  the  confusion  as  the  boat  drew  nearer  It  brought  an  envoy  of 
Raja  Shalya 

Alighting  from  the  boat,  the  enterprising  envoy  approached  our 
commander-in-chief  He  refrained  from  even  the  elementary  for¬ 
mality  of  greeting  It  was  easy  for  him  to  make  out  our 
commander-in-chief  from  among  us  because  of  the  flesh-ear-rings 
“A  message'  From  Shalya,  the  Maharaja  of  Madra'”  Speaking 
slowly,  he  handed  over  a  bundle  to  our  commander-m-chief,  who 
passed  it  on  to  me  saying,  “Second-in-command,  read  it  ” 

I  removed  the  silk  covering  impatiently  and  read  “Intelligent 
Kshatnyas  know  that  wat-dhatma  is  their  business,  it  is  not  the 
business  of  sons  of  charioteers  So,  go  back  the  same  way  you 
came  ” 

Anger  inflamed  my  nostnls  Such  an  open,  grievous  insult'  And 
an  insult  to,  of  all  people,  my  brother  who  had  reduced  so  many 
rajas  to  abject  subjugation'  And  from  such  a  mean  individual  as 
Shalya' 

I  held  the  bark-parchment  at  an  angle  with  the  intention  of 
tearing  it  to  pieces  and  trampling  it 

“Wait,  Shon'  Give  it  to  me  ”  The  Raja  of  Anga  took  the 
parchment,  silk  wrapping  included,  in  his  hands  He  returned  the 
silk  wrapping  to  the  envoy  of  Raja  Shalya  and,  pointing  a  finger 
towards  the  Purushm  river,  ordered  him  silently  to  leave  He 
returned  by  the  same  boat  by  which  he  arrived  The  Raja  of  Anga 
slipped  the  roll  of  parchment  securely  in  his  waist-belt 
“You  may  all  leave  now  I  will  issue  orders  tomorrow  ” 

Hiding  our  sense  of  outrage,  we  did  as  he  said  Our  commander- 
m-chief,  who  roared  like  thunder  on  the  field  of  battle,  spent  the 
entire  day  standing  in  the  waters  of  the  Purushm,  offering  an)ah 
and  argfiya  Thinking  This  is  the  end  of  the  campaign  of  world- 
conquest,  our  soldiers  were  prepared  now  for  the  worst  All  night 
Bhaiya  performed  a  series  of  anjahs  in  the  Purushm,  while  we 
tossed  sleepless  in  our  beds 

The  fifth  day  dawned  The  Raja  of  Anga,  to  the  surpnse  of  all, 
had  stood  all  night  in  the  Purushm  It  was  difficult  to  guess 
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“See  that  this  Raja  of  Madra  makes  full  restitution  for 
them.. .and...”  He  took  out  Shalya’s  birch-parchment  message 
from  his  waist-belt.  Handing  it  to  me,  he  looped  ''ictorious  bow 
on  Shalya’s  neck,  jerked  it  sharply  and  said,  et  . 

arrogant  and  uncivilised  Kshatriya  raja  to  write  on  e  a 
parcLent-not  once  but  five  times-that  sons  of 
are  intelligent  and  expert  in  the  art  of  war,  sometimes  much  mo 
so  than  some  self-styled  Kshatriyas. 

The  veins  on  his  forehead  bulged.  His  jaws  throbbe  . 

22 

'  News  of  Shalya’s  defeat  spread  on  its  own  “ylvana™ 

rivers.  The  neighbouring  territories  of  the  ^  ’  control. 

the  Shashakas  and  the  Kambojas  fel  o®*' J  .  Qj,,jjned  war 
Only  after  we  had  collected  tribute  from  Thit  ended  the 

reparations  from  Shalya  did  we  leave  1st 

campaign  in  the  west,  because  Shalya  happened 

powerful  ruler  of  that  region.  biv.  months  had  passed 

The  month  of  Vaishakha  ""“J  how  swiftly  days 

since  we  left  our  homeland.  One  ha  y  ^ 

of  happiness  and  days  of  warfare  pass.  At  least  P 

strikes  the  minds  of  soldiers.  comprised  only  five 

One  more  territory  left-the  “nl"!  in  the  month 

kingdoms.  Our  plan  was  to  mop  P  monsoon,  and  return 

of  Vaishakha  itself,  before  ensure  that  our  army  did 

immediately  to  Hastinapura.  We  of  the  rains, 

not  get  bogged  down  in  the  slus  y  swiftly  ahead.  Kashmira! 

With  Kashmira  as  our  target  we  forg  y  ^  j,  ^35  in 

No  area  of  Aryavarta  excelled  Kashm  Himalayan  peaks. 

Kashmira  that  we  had  our  first  g  i  P  resounding  in  the 

The  victory  cries  of  our  genera  '''°  visualised  Kashmira 

mist-shrouded  slopes  of  the  moun  forehead  of  Aryavarta 

as  the  auspicious  tilak  beaut/ ,  Nature  blossoming 
herself,  personified  as  the  go  ,5  ^nd  pundits  in  the  royal 

youthful  loveliness.  I  had  •  Kashmira  as  the  image  o 

assembly  of  Hastinapura  , “31  impression  of  the  place 

heaven  itself  on  earth.  However,  by  one  skyey  “'““J 

was  entirely  different.  H®®''®"  ' .  .  Hrenched  with  such  a  range 
only— blue.  But  Kashmira’s  earth  is  ore 
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flurry  in  the  flag-chariot  of  Shalya  on  the  opposite  bank  He 
laboured  under  the  misconception  that  I  was  the  Raja  of  Anga 
riding  mdk-white  VayujU  and  waving  his  sceptre  Every  day  we 
despatched  a  force  of  hundred  elephants  into  the  river,  to  be 
wiped  out  systematically  by  Shalya,  who  was  in  high  spirits  as  he 
moved  among  his  army  formation 

Five  days  later  we  observed  a  strange  commotion  in  Shalya  s 
ranks  In  a  short  time  the  entire  opposite  bank  was  bare  of  sol¬ 
diers  The  Raja  of  Anga  had  sped  like  a  whirlwind  and  ringed  the 
city  of  Shakalanagara  We  were  sure  of  that  Shalya  had  indeed 
abandoned  the  opposite  bank,  it  seemed  as  if  a  yakshini-i?i\ry  had 
waved  her  magic  wand  and  depopulated  the  area 

Elated,  we  launched  countless  war-boats  into  the  river  with 
shouts  of  victory 

“Victory  to  our  General,  Maharaja  Kama  of  Anga*” 

Even  the  Purushni  which  swept  away  so  many  of  our  elephants 
must  have  trembled  at  the  vibrations  of  these  victory  cries 

21 


We  clashed  in  hand-to-hand  combat  with  Shalya’s  forces  on  the 
field  outside  Shakalanagara  It  proved  to  be  a  total  rout  for 
Shalya  I  personally  disarmed  Shalya  and  brought  him  captive 
before  our  commander-m-chief  His  muscular  neck  was  bent  in 
defeat  But  the  price  we  had  to  pay  for  humbling  him  was  the  loss 
of  Vyaghradatta  and  Hiranyavarman 

“Free  him,”  came  the  order  We  untied  Shalya’s  hands 
‘  Shalya,  you  are  the  lord  of  Madra,  which  is  after  all  ringed  by 
uncivilised  kingdoms  like  the  Shashakas,  the  Yavanas,  and  the 
Barbaras  We  never  expected  dignified  behaviour  from  you,  and 
we  never  will  Never  forget — noisy  currents  like  you  that  splash  at 
the  feet  of  hills  can  never  look  up  at  and  hope  to  crown  moun¬ 
tains  '  Fire  seemed  to  emit  from  the  blue  eyes  of  our  commander- 
m-chief  His  cheeks  were  like  bright  red  cactus  buds  The  veins  on 
his  sweating  forehead  stood  out  thick  The  tip  of  his  nose  was 
blood  red  It  was  because  of  Shalya  that  we  managed  to  get  a 
glimpse  of  this  righteous  indignation  aspect  of  his  character 
“Shon,  how  many  boats  and  elephants  of  ours  have  been  lost  in 
the  waters  of  the  Purushni*^” 

‘Around  seven  hundred,”  I  replied 
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ended  and  the  hilly  slopes  greeted  our  eyes.  The  Himalayas!  It  was 
as  if  the  Creator  of  the  universe  had  unsheathed  his  razor-sharp 
sword  from  its  scabbard  and  was  standing  before  us  iii  the  form  of 
a  massive  mountain  peak.  Melting  snow  cascaded  down  the  slopes, 
in  order  to  prevent  the  evil  eye  falling  on  the  shining  peaks,  pure 
white  clouds  had  ringed  the  mountain  tops;  it  seemed  as  if  the 
goddess  Uma  had  modestly  draped  cloud-vesture  around  herself, 
embarrassed  because  Shiva  was  staring  at  her  from  the  high  distant 


peak  of  sacred  Kailasa. 

The  peak  from  different  angles  presented  different  shaj^s— 
sometimes  like  a  white-haired  meditating  rishi,  sometimes  like  a 
perpendicular  flagstaff,  sometimes  like  a  powerful  hand  upthrust 
from  the  earth,  reaching  out  to  caress  the  sky. 

The  Raja  of  Anga  expressed  his  bhakti  by  kneeling  u  ore 
mountain.  He  remained  in  that  kneeling  posture  for  qui  ® 
time  his  eyes  closed,  murmuring  to  himself,  with  his  pa  ms  , 
his  face  calm  and  serene.  His  flesh-ear-rings  were  re  ec 
melting  snows.  After  some  time  he  stood  up. 

We  proceeded  next  to  the  kingdom  of  Dara  a.  , 

quest  of  Darada  we  progressed  along  the  lower 

Himalayas.  The  elephant  contingent  ha  -rn,,  „u|tifaceted 
structed^o  re-join  us  in  the  kingdom  f  Ta^ana^^e  multdaceWd 

grandeur  of  the  Himalayas  enchanted  us.  a  milk-white 

dom  this  was,  spread  over  how  "'‘■"V/r"” Lrd"wLm  of 
clouds,  of  distilled  purity!  As  we  crossed  the  f  ^ 

the  river,  and  entered  the  kingdom  o  ’  {  ^itude  of  the 

biting  chill  in  the  air.  We  b°«use  we  knew 

Ganganans  who  had  to  face  the  rigours  o  w 

were 

too  well  how  cold  springtime  could  be  ^  to  pay 

poorly  equipped  militarily.  the  edible  borasa  Hower. 

tribute,  treating  us  to  a  delicious  toto  the  edibl^^^ 

Crowds  of  ideas  overwhelmed  u  u  „„as  an  opportunity 
Tangana  and  marched  towards  ^  ,l,e  birthplace  of  the 

tor  us  to  glimpse  the  source  of  the  all-beneficent 

world-mothering  river,  the  ultimate  ^  gi 

merit-providing  holy  «dth  a  select  contingent  of 

We  entered  the  kingdom  to  return  to  Hastina- 

troops.  We  instructed  the  rest  of  .  , skirts  of  the  city  until 

pura,  adding  that  they  should  “'"P.  ^^5  fdied  with  various 

we  came  back.  The  kingdom  of  Himava 
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colours  that  if  the  gods  were  to  open  the  windows  of  their  palaces 
and  gaze  down  on  this  fascinating  spectrum  they  would  surely 
renounce  heaven  immediately.  Kashmira  was  indeed  a  parallel 
heaven  of  celestial,  variegated,  mind-ravishing,  freedom-inspiring 
beauty. 

We  set  foot  in  Kashmira  at  the  height  of  spring.  No  matter  how 
stone-hearted  a  person  might  be,  a  vision  of  the  captivating  natural 
beauty  of  Kashmira  during  spring  time  is  guaranteed  to  instil  in 
him  a  feeling  of  sensitive  humility.  Had  Ashvatthaman  been  with 
us  he  would  surely  have  removed  his  head  gear  in  ecstasy  and  flung 
it  towards  the  sky.  He  would  have  sprawled  on  a  field  of  soft  silk 
grass  and  gazed  wonderingly  hours  on  end  at  the  intense  blueness 
of  the  sky,  and  listened  intently  to  the  symphony  of  bird  song 
inspired  by  Nature  bursting  into  flower.  Roaming  in  the  slopes  and 
valleys,  observing  the  countless  miniscule  flowers  waving  every¬ 
where  he  would  surely  have  asked  the  Raja  of  Anga,  ‘'Where  is 
the  weapon  that  can  conquer  this  flowery  kingdom?  How  will  you 
fathom  the  depths  of  these  valleys?  How  ascend  these  mountains? 
No,  Raja  of  Anga,  man  may  conquer  everything,  but  there  is  no 
way  of  conquering  the  immeasurable  wealth  of  Nature.”  He  was 
born  with  an  instinctive  love  for  Nature.  He  had  succeeded  in 
communicating  his  enthusiasm  to  Bhaiya  as  well.  Could  it  be  that 
our  general  had  left  his  elephant  contingent  behind  simply  because 
he  did  not  want  to  see  the  natural  beauty  of  Kashmira  harmed? 
Only  our  fool  soldiers  marched  ahead  on  the  road  to  the  magni¬ 
ficent  capital  called  Suryanagara. 

On  our  way  we  chanced  across  numerous  lakes,  covered  with 
blue,  yellow,  golden,  white,  blood-red,  ochre  and  other  colourful 
lotuses.  Swanns  of  buzzing  bees  sipped  their  nectar  and  circled 
round  flocks  of  male  swans  sailing  obliviously  across  the  surface  of 
the  lake.  The  lake  surface  was  filled  with  gracefully  floating  lotus 
leaves.  Kashmira  was  a  wondrous  togethering  of  lakes,  flowers, 
birds,  creepers  and  low,  moist,  alluvial  plains. 

Conquering  Suryanagara,  we  marched  ahead  for  a  darshan  of 
the  Himalayas.  Deodars,  surupamas^  and  pine  trees  were  left 
behind  us.  Chandolas^  red  sheldrakes,  chatakaSy  pigeons, 
bharadvajas^  sarangas  and  other  birds  constantly  reminded  us, 
“You  are  moving  towards  the  Himalayas — go  gently,  go  humbly.” 
We  passed  by  flower-gardens  and  groves  of  plantain  trees,  queen- 
of-the-night,  madanashara  and  other  flowers,  until  the  plains 
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to  Kama  "  May  the  human  Himalaya  stand  forever  so,  with  folded 
palms,  m  front  of  the  hills  of  the  Himalayas  May  the  chakra  of  the 
forever  whirling  Spirit  of  Time  stop 

After  a  three-day  halt  at  the  banks  of  the  Gangotri  we  pro¬ 
ceeded  towards  Badri  Innumerable  Shiva-hngas  sanctified  the 
road  We  placed  floral  homage  at  these  lingas  and  arnved  at 
Haridvara  from  Shonitapura  Handvara,  the  source  of  the  river 
Sarayu,  was  the  last  city  m  our  campaign  of  world-conquest  Ana 
so  the  northern  part  of  our  campaign  ended,  and  we  made  prepara¬ 
tions  for  our  return  journey  to  Hastinapura,  w  ere  w®  wou 
finally  find  time  to  relax  our  bodies  and  minds  weary  with  , 
battles  and  pilgrimages  After  paying  homage  to  t  e  at  y 
began  our  journey  home  to  Hastinapura 

Vaishakha  was  about  to  give  over  About  ^"‘hs  ^ad  e^ 
sed  since  we  left  home,  and  we  had  no  inkling  what  had  ‘ranspned 
m  Hastinapura  since  our  absence  My  mind  was 
towards  the  city  Family  memories,  suppre^e  ®  ®  .  gjoynj 

and  bustle  of  war,  now  began  bubbling  up  They  gat 
my  mind  and  began  dancing  wildly 

23 

From  Haridvara  we  crossed  the  Ganga 
limits  of  Hastinapura  ^he  sight  of  the  cap  Ourdis- 

absence  produced  a  fountain  of  us— foot-soldiers 

ciplmed  and  well  organised  und  tjie  cavalry  in 

in  the  front,  the  elephant  contmgen  ^  ^ould  march 

the  middle  The  procession  of  the  vi  n,eantime, 

through  the  city  with  f=®“ve  accompan^^^  colourful  designs 
artists  had  been  commissioned  to  dg. 

the  trunks,  temples,  foreheads,  elephant  backs,  and 

phants  Beautiful  howdahswere  donned  courtiers’ 

the  mahouts  had  doffed  their  war-uni  jods.  Shiny  zari- 

dresses  Their  goads  were  covered  w;^h  golden 
worked  saddles  were  strapped  on  threads  thickly  twined 

were  discarded,  and  round  the  necks  of  all 

were  provided  ”  dhon  powder  smeared  on  the 

elephants  and  horses  The  v  ,1,^  attention  of  obser- 

animals’  foreheads  immediately  -rmour  and  put  on  festive 

vers  The  soldiers  had  removed  their  armour  P 
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large  and  small  pilgnmage  spots  There  was  no  way  of  establishing 
a  single  unified  kingdom  in  that  area  Not  just  us,  even  the  entire 
assembly  of  the  rajas  of  Aryavarta,  attacking  conceitedly,  would 
have  failed  to  integrate  that  territory 

The  truth  of  the  matter  was  our  campaign  had  ended  and  plans 
for  the  return  journey  were  afoot 

Leaving  behind  us  the  lingam  of  Kedara,  we  arrived  at  Yamuno- 
tn  The  source  of  the  Yamuna'  The  hfe-giving  origin  of  the  ebul¬ 
lient  Yamuna'  The  spring  that  flows  eternal  from  the  peaks  of  the 
Himalayas'  The  playful,  ecstatic,  bubbling  girl  in  the  pure  white 
laps  of  the  Himalaya'  Takmg  the  Yamuna’s  waters  in  his  palms  to 
perform  anjah  for  the  arghya  ntual,  Bhaiya  removed  his  military 
uniform  and  donned  a  simple  white  shawl  It  was  now  possible  to 
see  the  incredible  muscles  that  nppled  on  his  arms  as  a  result  of  his 
use  of  numerous  weapons  of  war  in  the  battles  he  had  fought  m  his 
campaign  of  world  conquest 

The  pure  water  of  the  Yamuna  slipped  gracefully  from  the  pure 
cupped  hollow  of  his  palms  into  the  pure  flowing  waters  below 
'Om'  Bhurbhuvah  svahi  His  eyes  were  closed  1  could  not  tell 
what  dazzled  more — the  white  Himalayas  or  the  golden  brilliance 
of  his  impenetrable  skin-armour  I  could  not  make  out  whether  he 
was  a  world  conquering  general  or  an  all-renouncing  atman- 
subduing  santiyasi 

Camping  for  a  day  near  Yamunotn,  we  began  our  trek  to 
Gangotri  Not  a  trace  of  any  human  sound  here  The  only  sound 
was  the  down-rushing  noise  of  cataracts  Who  can  conquer  the 
Himalayas^  You  can  go  there  only  on  a  pilgrimage 

We  came  upon  the  magniHcem  Stone  of  Bhagiratha  at  Gango 
tn  After  bathing  in  the  nver  our  victorious  general  lay  down  on 
the  stone  Soon  after,  he  rose  and  stood  in  the  nppling  waves  of 
the  Ganga  His  golden  shield  like  back  started  heating  in  the  rays 
of  the  sun  He  gazed  fixedly  in  the  direction  of  the  sun  with  his 
neck  tilted  up  Absolute  peace  pervaded  the  area  For  an  instant  I 
wished  that  the  chakra  of  Kala,  the  cosmic  wheel  that  makes 
dancing  puppets  of  human  beings,  would  stop  I  wanted  my  Vasu 
Bhaiya  to  remain  exactly  and  permanently  like  this — the  sky- 
shattenng  conqueror,  the  man  of  blameless  behaviour,  the  su¬ 
premely  handsome  bodied  individual  May  that  thousand  rayed 
sun  shine  forever  so  on  his  forehead  May  the  cleansing  Ganga 
which  lapped  at  his  feet  forever  murmur  sweetly,  “Victory,  victory 


The  Deatli‘Conqueror 


495 


‘Holding  Duryodhana's  hand,  the  Raja  of  Anga  slowly  walked 
over  lo  the  tip  of 'the 'arrow-shaped  army  formation.  In  his  other 
hand  he  held  the  ancient  royal  Sceptre  of  the  Kaiiravas,  the  symbol 
of  their 'dignity,  tHe  vanquisher  of  all  the  rajas  of  the  land  That 
symbol  of  Kaurava  pride  glinted  in  the  first  rays  of  the  sun. 

All  preparations  had  been  made  on  the  bank  of  the  Ganga  for 
the  vict'orious’^royal  procession.  Anticipating  the  arrival  of  the 
rainy  season’  the  chataka  birds,  hidden  in  the  thick  greenery  of  the 
kadamba' trees,  raised  plangent,  raucous  cries  to  the  sky  T^e 
monsoon  was 'around  the  corner.  I  had  always  considered  t  e 
monsoon 'the  most  lavishly  generous  of  all  the  seasons,  because  it 
donated  plilvian  wealth  in  ^uch  abundance. 

'  The'planner  had  executed  an  hlpana  of  an  auspicious  swastika 
with  such'  precision  that  the  'chariot  of  the  general  cou  ®  ®  ^ 
tinned  exactly  on  it,  facing  the  tip  of  the  arrowhead  army  foma 
tiori:  Bhaiya  positioned  himself  exactly  on  the  centre  spot  where 
the’ four  arms  of  thfe  swastika  joined.  The  entire 
army  was’ 'behind*  fiim,  from  the  tip  of  the  arrow  ea 
feathered  taill  -  >  *  ^  ^ 

'*  The  royal  charioteer  Pratikaman  drove  up  in  aspen  i  ^  _ 

ated  charLt.  Though  meant  to  be  pulled  by  sjx  horses,  on  y  five 
had  bee'n  harriessdd  to  it.  They  were  all  pure 
one's' attention  was  'the  empty  space  in  fron  w  ^ 

bors'e  should  have  been!  *  ,  .  „  the 

"  '“What’s'-the 'matter ,1' Pratikaman,  why  only 

‘general  asked,' lifting’ his  head' as  he  stood  in  ^ 

“This  is  tlfe  tradition  of  this  Chariot.  aU  the 

devi  ised  this  chariot  for  hor  Pe*®""”'  j  „hy,  Mahataja,  I 
charioteers  yoked  only  five  horses  to  it.  J  . 

also’yoke'only'five!"  Praiikaman  ‘ro^hled  as  he  said  tms  p 
liecause  heiwanted  to  establish  that  he  'va  (..’re?" 

**■  “Couldn’t  you  find  aify  other  chariot  “  There  are  any 

'■i“No,-  Raja’  of.'Anga,  .‘hafis  no^  ^jea  ^^ve 

number  of  chariots,  but  it  was  I  who  o  jaKhan  For  this  to 

this  one.  I  want  all  the  citizens  to  or 

happen  it  Was  necessary  to  remove  t  e  of  so-called 

other,' and  what’s  the  harm  of  removing  .huckled  as  he  said 

Queen  Mother’s  charidt?”  Raja  Duryodhana  chucKie 
this,  his  pink  eyes  shining.  * 
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royal.clothing.  They  still  brandished  swords,  daggers  and  tridents, 
whose  pointed  ends  shone  like  sun-rays  as  if  announcing  to  the 
citizens  of  Hastinapura,  “Rise,  welcome  your  world-conquering 

general!”  • 

If  one  weapon  AA/ere  to  be  singled*  out  as  of  special  use  to  us 
during  our'conquenng  campaign,  it  was  the  arrow.  That  was  why 
the  army  chiefs  had  organised  their  formations  with  great  care  in 
the  shape  of  an  arrow,  the  tip  of  which  was  now  about  to  enter  the 
heart  of  Hastinapura  ‘ 

t  Only  three  were  present  to  welcome  us  at  the  town  limits — Raja 
Duryodhana,  Ashvatlhaman  and  Salyasena.  '  ‘ 

Striding  forward  with*  hand  upraised,  and  smiling  as  his  feet 
squelched  through  the  sand,  forgetting  that  he  was  the  Raja  of  the 
Kauravas,  Raja  Duryodhana  held  the  Raja  of  Angadn  a  tight 
embrace.  He  seemed  even  to  forget  that  he  had  a  garland  in  his 
hands  to  place  round  the  neck  of  the  Raja  of  Anga.  Finally- it 
occurred  to  him  that  this  formality  had  to  be  performed.  Tying  a 
small  queen-of-the-night  wristlet  on  Kama,  he  said  with  a  heavy 
throbbing  voice,  “Raja  of  Anga,  today  my  dream  has  found  its 
fulfilment  The  Pandavas  who  one  by  one  performed  their  world- 
conquest  have  finally  woken  to  the  fact  that  there  is  another 
warrior  in  Aryavarta  who  can  perform  the  world-conquest  all  by 
himself,  and  that  warnor  is  Kama,  a  close  friend  of  Duryodhana, 
the  Raja  of  the  Kauravas.”  His  shawl  flapped  in  the  soft  breeze 
that  blew  from  the  Ganga.  ^  \ 

The' world-conquering  general  smiled  without  saying  a  word. 
Noticing  that  Ashvatthaman*s  head  did  not  have ‘its  customary 
white  covering,  Kama  raised  his  brows  and,  embracing  the  son  of 
his  guru,  asked,  “Why  are  you  wearing  pink  hdad  gear  today, 
Ashvatlhaman?”  , 

“How  could  I  possibly  welcome  a  world-conquering  hero  in  the 
white  vesture  of  renunciation?  That  is  why  I  preferred  the  pink 
dress  of  success  and  fulfilment.  This  is  the  first  time  in  my^  life  that 
1  have  worn  a  head  gear  other  than  white.  Why,  don’t  you  like  it?” 
“No,  it’s  not  that.  I  like  it.”  i/  '  *  i 

Satyasena  stepped  forward  and  touched  Bhaiya’s  feet.'  '  ' 
“Tell  me,  Satyasena,  is  all  well  at  home?’’  This  was  fhe  first  time 
that  he  had  enquired  after  the  welfare  of  family  members.  ’And  it 
had  to  be  Satyasena.  *  •  .  l  . 

“Maharaja,  all  is  well,”  Satyasena  said  humblyj  i  *  ,  .  i 
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tabors,  dindimas^  fantw-vina,  trumpets  and  other  instruments  out¬ 
did  each  other  in  simultaneous  noise-making  It  seemed  as  if  the 
victory-cnes  and  the  musical  instruments  were  funously  compet¬ 
ing  The  moment  Satyasena  cracked  his  whip,  the  chanot  horses 
leapt  forward,  and  the  arrow-formation  moved  ahead  The  royal 
procession  had  commenced  My  heart  filled  with  pnde,  joy,  affec¬ 
tion,  heroic  valour  and  other  related  feelings  This  was  the  su¬ 
preme  city,  Hastinapura  of  Aryavarta,  where  Vasu-bhaiya  an 
had  apprehensively  first  set  foot  outside  our  home  And  today  in 
every  road  of  the  city,  in  every  chowk,  in  every  balcony,  numerous 
citizens  would  be  offenng  arati  with  light-filled  eyes  to  my  e  er 
brother,  and  I  would  stand  behind  him,  observing  the  ntua  wor 
ship  And  for  an  instant  I  felt  that  life  should  end  this  very 
moment  What  is  the  finest  kind  of  dealh'>  Surely  that  which  comes 
when  one  has  reached  the  pinnacle  of  ones  am  itions  e 
welled  up  m  my  eyes  as  I  thought  of  this  I  looked  at  ‘he  expression 
on  Bhaiya’s  face  to  surmise  how  profoundly  all ,  , 
affected  him  His  face  was  totally  serene,  as  calm  f  ° “ 

river  There  wasn’t  even  the  vaguest  flicker  on  his  a 
be  associated  with  selt-pnde,  nor  the  happiness  w  i  -opy. 

m  a  person  when  he  receives  the  unwavering 
lace  His  face,  like  the  golden  statue  of  Surya  in  the  Kaurava  royal 

assembly  hall,  was  all  radiant  an  mter- 

The  arrow  formation  marched  slowly  orwa  ap- 

minable  period  of  six  months,  Hastinapura,  transformed 

peared  bLre  us  to  welcome  two  charioteers  "^33 
into  illustrious  generals  Proclamations  re'"®  energy  seemed 
were  flooded  with  radiant  shafts  of  joy  witnessed 

to  fill  every  nook  and  corner  This  city  """'f  what 

such  an  auspicious  day  since  the  time  of  its  ^^ren  ^  of 
kingdom  could  thousands  of  Kshatnyas  ®  „  .|on  filled,  bhakti 
charioteers  with  such  guileless,  ‘"W  ■  ^  jt^eam 

drenched  appreciation^  1^®*®  *''°“|,  "e’s  efforts  was  reflected  in 
down  my  cheeks  The  success  of  a  life  ,^,3y  j 

those  tears  I  had  not  the  slightest  desire  to  wipem 
wanted  them  to  stream  for  ever,  till  t  e  „„i]  n,y  tear-filled 

Icouldseethecityinfrontofme,  uree^  dusky,  dust- 

eyes  Trees,  houses,  forts,  remple  "  ^^PP^jy  af,er  I  glimpsed 

covered  But  I  wiped  my  eyes  with  my  ,  ,  ,j  p,e  all  about  the 

the  outline  of  my  rtatch  leafhut  Bhaiya  had  told  me 
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“Excellent  1  was  clever  enough  to  be  able  to  save  the  lives  of  my 
soldters.  and  you  were  equally  clever  m  ut.hs.ng  °n=  ^ 

Pandavas’  chariots  and  so  saving  one  of  the  Kauravas  .  But  h 
could  It  have  escaped  your  attention  that  a  five-horsed  chariot 
looks  positively  displeasing‘>  I’ll  attend  to  this  shortcoming  y 
having  my  own  steed  Vayujit  yoked  to  the  chariot  "  The  Raja  oi 
Anga  stepped  out  of  the  centre  of  the  swastika,  and  took  the  reins 
of  Vayujit  from  my  hands  into  his  Leading  Vayujit  to  the  chariot 
he  yoked  him  in  the  empty  space  The  swiftest  courser  in  Arya- 
varta,  Vayujit,  appeared  taller  than  the  five  horses  behind  him 
Decorated  with  the  various  ornaments  from  the  defeated  rajas  of 
numerous  kingdoms,  with  a  zari-embroidcred  saddle,  his  head 
embellished  with  multi-coloured  feather  head-gear,  his  skin  glossy 
white  like  Himalayan  snows — naturally  all  eyes  were  riveted  on 


him 

The  chanot  stopped  on  the  swastika  As  I  had  always  done 
earlier,  1  climbed  the  steps  of  the  chanot  m  order  to  act  as  my  dear 
brother’s  chanoteer  Preventing  me,  Vasu-bhaiya  said,  “Shon, 
you  are  no  more  a  charioteer  You  are  the  second-in-command  of 
this  victorious  army  Come  up  and  hold  this  royal  standard  Satya- 
sena  will  be  the  chanoteer  ” 

1  climbed  down,  went  to  the  rear  of  the  chanot,  stepped  up  and, 
holding  the  royal  standard,  stationed  myself  on  the  nght  of  the 
Raja  of  Anga  Raja  Duryodhana  stood  on  his  left,  on  his  left  was 
Ashvatthaman,  whose  pink  head-dress  fluttered  in  the  wind  The 
Raja  of  Anga  stood  in  the  centre  with  folded  palms  He  had 
refused  to  take  off  his  general’s  uniform,  and  there  were  dirt  spots 
on  his  body  Notwithstanding  he  stood  out  among  the  four  of 
us — for  one  thing  he  was  holding  the  royal  sceptre,  for  another  he 
was  the  tallest  among  us 

The  soldiers  standing  nearby  ceaselessly  scattered  fragrant  cham- 
pak,  queen-of-the-night,  panjata  and  other  colourful  flowers  on 
the  chanot  The  sky  was  ablaze  with  flung  fistfuls  of  kumkum 
powder  Someone  announced  loudly  “Victory  to  the  world- 
conquering  hero,  Maharaja  Kama  of  Anga’’’ 

“Victory  to  him’” 

Hundreds  of  thousands  of  soldiers  in  the  arrow-shaped  forma¬ 
tion  rent  the  sky  with  their  cries  The  blue  sky  seemed  to  vibrate 
with  the  noise  The  leaves  of  trees  and  the  blades  of  grass  trem¬ 
bled,  and  shouted  “Victory'  Victory’”  Drums,  conches,  war 
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Anga!  ^General  Kama...  victory  to  you!  Victory  to  you  heroic 
Kama!” 

■  My  body  felt  as  light  as  the  silk  threads  of  my  shawl.  I  seemed  to 
be  swimming,  bobbing  on  the  waves  of  the  victory  cries.  Our 
arrowhead  formation  slowly  inched  forward.  T^e  whole  body  of 
Satyasena  was  covered  with  kumkum.  The  white-skinned  horses 
were.albnow  the  colour  of  kumkum.  Such  a  day— so  intoxicating, 
spreading  so  rare  a  splendour,  rousing  feelings  even  0“*  ° 
depths— had  never  before  entered  our  lives,  and  was  not  likely  to 
do  so  in  the  future,  sojt  seemed.  Such  an  abundance  of  affection. 


such  sky-touching  enthusiasm! 

,  What  greater,  moulding  of  a  divine  image 


could  there  be  from 


ordinary  stone?,,,  '  '  „  j  .u 

■We  .arrived  at  the  palace,  from  'oP  ‘ 

gular  saffron  royal  pennant,  hoisted  by  the  c  le  a  vi 
Was  there  .anything  that,  had  not  happened  in  this 
there  anything  that  had  not  been  witnessed  y  is  . 
stone  monarch?  Vasu-bhaiya  insulted  as  the 
The  student  of  bowcraft  ignored  by  Drona  the  f 

hero  worthy  of  royal  ladies,  yet  facing  the  walking  to  the 

on  the  wedding  aUar...  A  bhakta  full  °f,fraddh  walking  to  the 

river,  with  a  shawl  over  his  witnessing  today 

had  indeed.seen  everything.  Yet  what  1  y  Kama. 

was.unique:  they  were  observors  of  wor  -c  q 
,  Grandfather  Bhishma  was  standing  a  drums  ceased, 

procession  halted.)  The  miscellaneous  throwing  the 

Seeing  Pitamaha,  I  recalled  briefly  the  incident  of  his 

sceptre  in  the  royal  assembly.  .‘h  Kaurava— no,  a  high-born 

i, Firgetting  the,past,)a 

archer^toodlthere  to  welcome  ano  coming  for- 

The  Raja  of  Anga  s‘®PP®‘‘ „ds  pjtamaha  Bhishma.  For 
ward  handed  his  sceptre  into  the  ha  ^.-dsome  face  and.. .for 
an  instant  he  looked  at  the  white-bearded  handsom 
a  while,  overwhelmed  by  the  tumu  tuou  affected, 

the  heart  of  this  hero,  no  cornerof  w  i  seemed  to 

suddenly  melted,  Tears  sparkled  “  touched  Grandfather’s 

fall  nearithe  threshold  of  the  °  ’  blessings,  Pitamaha.”  ^ 

feet  and  said  in  a  quavering  voice,  vours.”  Pitamaha 

)“Bei  victorious,  Kama.'  May  .™‘°ty  J  ,re  shook  in  his 
Bhishmajiftedhim  up  by  his  shoulders.  The  seep 
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endless  glories  of  the  thatch-leaf  hut  when  I  was  in  Champanagan , 
which  IS  why  I  gazed  fixedly  at  it  It  was  the  thatch-leaf  hut  ot 
Vidura  ji  At  the  door,  like  a  statue,  stood  a  short  lady  dressed  in 
white,  unrecognisable  from  a  distance  She  was  standing  on  tiptoe 
to  catch  a  glimpse  of  the  illustrious  son  of  a  charioteer  arriving  as  a 
general  m  the  royal  procession  Our  chariot  came  up  to  the  hut  of 
Vidura-ji,  and  I  could  see  her  clearly  now  I  looked  at  her  in 
surprise,  because  no  other  woman  in  the  city  would  be  so  bold  as 
to  stand  as  she  did  in  front  of  her  door  She  was  the  ^Queen 
Mother,  Kunti  Devi  From  the  thatched  hut  emerged  an  ashram 
girl  carrying  a  pot  filled  with  water  1  saw  the  Oucen  Mother  stop 
her,  hand  her  a  bowl  and  say  something  to  her 

Stepping  forward,  the  ashram  girl  poured  the  water  from  the  pot 
on  the  hooves  of  the  horses,  and  said  to  Satyasena,  ‘  Will  the 
General  please  take  the  trouble  of  alighting  from  the  chariot?  I 
wish  to  place  kumkum  on  his  forehead  ' 

No  ’  replied  Satyasena  it  must  be  that  Duryodhana  had  in¬ 
structed  Satyasena  to  speak  in  this  manner  j 

Satyasena  rein  the  horses  1  m  alighting  ’  The  slow,  resonant 
voice  of  the  Raja  of  Anga  boomed  i 

No  sooner  had  the  chariot  halted  than  Bhaiya  jumped  down 
The  determined  ashram  girl  put  kumkum  on  his  handsome  fore¬ 
head  It  had  not  struck  me  that,  though  all  the  preparations  for  the 
royal  procession  had  been  made,  no  one  had  yet  applied  auspi 
Clous  kumkum  on  our  General’s  forehead  That  ashram  girl  had  so 
effortlessly  made  good  that  omission  The  Raja  of  Anga  removed 
the  topaz  ring  from  his  little  finger  and  placed  it  in  the  girl’s 
kumkum  bowl  The  royal  procession  moved  ahead  The  sun  rose 
high  ^ 

The  Kauravas  were  prepanng  to  welcome  back  Kama  after  he 
had  made  supreme  and  invincible  their  royal  powers  The  entire 
city  was  dotted  with  decorated  doorways,  covered  with  mango  and 
ashoka  leaves  Married, ladies  painted  alpanas  in  their  courtyards 
and  sprinkled  musk  and  saffron  scented  water  on  the  roads  Flags 
decorated  with  flowers  conversed  with  the  sky  From  every  bal¬ 
cony  citizens  were  showering  golden  flowers  They  filled  the  city 
streets  like  crowded  star  clusters  ^Water  pots  were  emptied  on  the 
hooves  of  Vayujit,  and  our  he^s  also  became  pots  of  over 
flowing  gratitude  The  drumsticks  of  the  praise  chanters  beat  on 
the  sky  shaped  drums  ‘  Victory  to  you  ,, General  Kama,  Raja  of 
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for  you  to  hand  the  sceptre  today  to  me  instead  of  to  Pitamaha 

assume  that  it  is  in  your  hands  Should  any  calamitous 
event  occur  now.  Grandfather  Bhishma  will  ta  e  “P 

behalf  I  gave  him  the  sceptre  deliberately  in  order  „  ^ 

be  assured  The  Raja  of  Anga,  Duryodhana  and  Pitamaha 
Bhishma— this  trinity  can  never  be  broken  now  „eaker 

He  placed  his  foot  on  the  last  step  ^shvatthama  , 
of  profundities,  was  immersed  in  deep  thoug 
Assembly  Hall  in  order  to  have  a  darshan  of  ‘he  'mag  the  Su 
deity  The  crackling  heat  of  Va.shakha  blazed  outside  Ham 
seemed  to  leaping  up 

23 

The  very  next  day  P‘epn‘n‘'°“ j^yadrS!‘'alUte 
Duryodhana,  Duhshasana,  male  his  custom  to 

pnnees,  and  others  were  present  ,  „  (j,(j  not  come 

cook  his  own  meal  in  the  ashram,  butter,  and  the 

The  Raja  of  Anga  ate  his  fdl  of  “P  P  ^  yak-bird  Before 

others  feasted  on  delicacies  of  the  flesh  e  matured 

pan  was  served,  Prabhanjana  broug  refilling  it 

honey  Placing  a  goblet  in  eac  gue  j^ana  rose  from  his 

with  a  long  curved  scoop-server  1  j  ,he  Raja  of  Anga  with 
seat,  lifted  his  goblet,  and  said  y  ,  ,  justre  to  the  Kaurava 
his  world-conquest  has  brought  “"P^  jj^ther  Bhishma,  Guru 
kingdom — a  lustre  that  not  even  _  j  together  could  pro- 
Drona,  Acharya  Kripa  and  mcrease  I  propose 

vide  It  IS  my  hope  that  his  „  ,j,e  success  of  the  wor 

that  all  of  us  drink  a  toast  to  ce  Anga,  Kama 

conquest  To  the  world-conquering  Raja  ot 

“Victory  to  him'  Victory  to  him  one  gulp 

He  made  this  announcement  ate*  A  goblets,  which  Prabhan 
All  the  assembled  guests  emp  le  general  enthusias 

jana  speedily  replenished  To  ‘‘’fyes  and  swallowed  deep 

did  not  flag,  the  two  of  us  dosed  5^  someh 

gulps  of  the  heady  wine  1  manag  °  ,I,e  hand  of  the  K  J 
and  glanced  m  the  direction  o  ^  ^  imbibe  mo  er 

of  Anga  Prabhanjana  had  reflne^;‘J«p,„„  B„„h.s  wine  was 

Strong  wine  before  a  battle  t 
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old  hands,  the  white  locks  of  his  beard  swayed  We  stepped  over 
the  threshold  of  this  palace  after  six  full  months 

On  the  stairs  inside  waited  Radha-mata,  Pita-ji,  "Vrishah-bhabhi 
and  all  the  others  They  had  embraced  us  with  loving  eyes  long 
before  we  arrived  at  the  palace  We  stood  in  front  of  them  No  one 
found  any  words  to  say  A  profound  silence  prevailed  But  this 
calm  was  all-expressive  We  were  all  blood-related  No  words 
were  needed,  yet  everything  was  communicated  and  understood 
While  performing  the  aratty  Vnshali's  hands  trembled  so  much 
that  the  lamps  on  the  tributary  platter  clattered  Bhaiya  tried  his 
utmost  to  control  himself,  but  two  involuntary  tear  drops  fell  on 
the  lamps  and  fizzled  to  nothingness  We  offered  obeisance  to 
Pita  ji  The  small  stick  in  his  hands  shook  He  could  not  even  utter 
the  words  of  blessing  With  great  difficulty  he  ran  his  hand  on  my 
head  We  stooped  to  take  the  dust  of  Radha-mata*s  feet  Tear 
drops  tnckled  from  her  face  on  to  our  heads  We  felt  happy  Truly, 
our  world  conquest  was  now  fulfilled,  punfied 
“Kama'  Shatrunjaya'”  Mother  said  tremblingly  as  she  em¬ 
braced  us 

“No,  mother,  call  us  Vasu  and  Shon  ”  I  reminded  her  of  our  real 
names 

It  was  afternoon,  and  the  sun  was  exactly  above  our  heads 
Drenched  m  sweat  as  a  result  of  the  heat,  Ra)a  Duryodhana 
approached  us  Taking  the  Raja  of  Anga’s  hand  in  his,  and  clim¬ 
bing  the  stairs,  he  made  enquiries  about  the  world-conquenng 
campaign  One  more  step  was  left,  he  paused  at  the  105th  step 
“Raja  of  Anga,  I  have  been  so  excited  by  your  world-conquest 
that  I  have  taken  this  opportunity  to  celebrate  it  by  holding  a 
banquet  You,  Shon,  Ashvatthaman  and  others  among  us  will 
feast  tomorrow  night  You  enjoy  sweet  pancakes  and  butter,  don’t 
you*^’’ 

He  paused,  then  added  “It  is  my  desire  that  we  perform  the 
Rajasuya  Yajna  soon  What  do  you  think'^’’ 

“Yes,  certainly  But  how  did  you  discover  that  I  relish  pancakes 
and  butter'>“ 

“This  surprises  you,  doesn’t  it'>  Raja  of  Anga,  I  can  even  tell  the 
number  of  anjalis  you  offered  when  you  stood  in  the  waters  of  the 
Purushni  that  night  after  your  frustration  in  the  battle  with  Shalya 
My  messengers  and  scouts  roam  the  whole  of  Aryavarta  Shall  I 
tell  you  one  more  thing,  Kama’  It  would  have  been  more  proper 
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An!'’  ^  “  '  whispered  some  advice. to  the  Raja  of 

hn!!  <=“sy  with  it.”  He  spilled'it 

“gain  filled  it  to  the  brim.  Bhaiya 
eathprpfft’^^i  ■  understand  whether  the  guests  had 

Shaknni  i'"  j"'"'®  *°  *'ave  dinner.  The  hundred  princes, 

no  rir\, "an  wine  as  if  it  were  water.  In 

UnTp  Shat  ‘='’“"8='*  completely.,  ra' 

ear  as  if  raftr”"'  '^‘^^*'"8.  and  shook  his  clenched  fist  near  his 

“Ka-a-r-na  Iw-lui'”'"^  -^PP^aching  Bhaiya,  ihe  lisped, 

t-h-r-o-w  of  thpc  '  ^f'*y  eon-quests  l-i-k-e  yours  with  the 

thaf>  F-.-v-e?  ShL  htre’s^W.weP'’''’“' 

“F-”wei”''h!'’!h!)"uteH  P^clended  to  throw  the  dice. 

In  an  mrtam  thfnnn®’  uproariously  •  . 

had  not  drunk  all  the  w  mouthing  nonsense.  We 

One  was  wa,Hnl‘  Ike"  babv 
another  rolling  on  the  floor  ^H*!t 

world-conquering  camoaipn  i*  **  Tn  '’y  “  ^aja  in  our 

so  deeply  as  I  felt  now  sn^  •’  ''^*’'*  **  "°* '’ave  felt  the.humiliation' 
these  princes  were  mouthmr°“  ^  '’y 

Your  wJrld^c™que'’s7i!  Kekss™-^;  “'*‘’'’^""8-  “Raja  of  Anga! 
his  hunter-shape  is  still  ahvf.  Arjuna  who  humbled  Siva  in^ 
What  IS  the  p'!,int  m  ^  .T  8oing  to  defeafhim?. 

Arjuna!”  His  mood  was  aettin!.  H  *.  '^°'^®'”P  arghyal  Arjuna! 
^“■"P  °I  hamboo  in  a  strong  wfnd*Th7‘''  ^ 

mouth  sounded  weird.  ^  that  issued  from'his 

^>Ppe7flot“m!h?nj™a-s''gm!p  ^“°P-^«c!er 

as  many  times  more  intense  in  umbrage  he  showed  now 
wh.ch  his  eyes  blazeTCh  T  irritation, with, 

note.  The  tip  of  his  nose  wjfl^"'’®  T,'*"  write, the  bark- 

ro  ing  in  indignation',  or  were  thp  Were,his  fire-shooting  eyes 
could  not  tell.  His  words  „e  ‘ "n  his  head  throbbing?  I 
were  even  swifter  than  his  arrows.  The 
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goblet  in  his  hand  was  shaking  violently.  Quickly  he  stood  up.  Like 
the  Deer  Constellation  raining  furiouslydn  the  monsoon  he  spoke 
out;  flYou, drunken  so-called  princes!  Carry  on  drinking!  If  wine 
can  make  asses  out;  of  you  Kshatriyas,  then  shame  on 
shame  on, wine-lovers  like  you!  Shame  on  the  wine  ‘hat  makes  you 
forget  that  such  valiant. enemies  as  the  Pandavas  are  stil  •  , 
karna.'Raja  of  Anga.-vow  here  today  that  I  Will  not  o  P 

of  wine  until  1  have  killed  Arjuna,  nor  will  I  eat  fles  . 
more„because  liwill  wash  my  feet  only  with  his  hloed- 1  mb'  " 
wash  my  feet, -till 'that  day.  iDuryodhana,  you  «ho  ^all  Arjun^ 
invincible, (if.you  do  not-find  my  world-conques  not 

youithink  my  worship  of  the  Sun  is  not  L  j  short- 

adequatelyi  shown,  then  from  now  on  P 

comings,  by, .offerings  of  ^^hanty;  Ll  Arjuna." 

Bhiiya-pared  twa  while, then 

supplicant  will'depart  empty-hande  r 

there'is  breath  leff  m  my  body  He  Hung  away  m  s 

stalked  out 'of  th'e-rdom'like  a  flaming  ea  g,  the-  men- 

! '  My  joy  at  the  success  of  hiS  worldjc  q  nffjngi  With  this 

tion-ofhis  fiefceVow.  Who  h"ew  what  was  m^.he  off. 

ddubt'iri  my  mind:’ Lfollowed  hi  Kaurava  pririces 

ffuitS'after’a'tfee-shaltering  storm,  ,  -rjjejr. trash  was  no 

lay ‘sprawled  unconscious  in  the  dining  • 

more  heard.  ,  ,  -  ‘ ‘ 

-!•”  L.  .1.  ■  ■  '  ' 

".I  bns  ^  ‘  ^  , 

Vaishakha  was  .o.vetj.and  ,'he'mopsoons^^^^^  f 

torrents  ,  oh  the  city's  , ramparts,,  n  ^'jipptoached  him  SPread 
Bh.aiya’s  vow.  to  .'donate  „  suppliants  gathered  at  his 

th^duUlldut'ih^'city,  From  early  "!°^^‘"f^iP!Jpuse  from  the  down- 
door.  Ode  wanted  material  to  rain-pr  perished  from  an 

pour;,  another, a  horse ^ to„replace  p  wealth;  a  fourth 

incurable' .wat’er-bprne, disease,  a  t  appeals  for  help. 

grdidsi.'a  fifth  cattle— many, and  va^d^^^  me 

After  his  morning  ablutions  and  ri  .  presence  of  so 

requests,  land  then  only  ,sit  dnw"  '  g,p,osphere  of  a  mar  e 
many  supplian’ts^gaye  to  the  pa  booty  of  the  wor 

place.  Even  after  the  major  pa 
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*“■"<=  advice  to  the  Raja  of 
below  hil  s  a  hi.' "  ”  He  spilled  it 
was  hebllL  I  enl  "’<=  bnm  Bhaiya 

gathered  to  drmif  understand  whether  the  guests  had 

rhltlfaVS^h^!!'”  -The  hundrfd  pnnces, 

no  time  at  all  th^  r,ot  all  guzzled  wine  as  if  it  were  water  In 
UnTe  Shakum  ro  1  "'’=‘"g<=d  eompletely. 

ear  as  if  rattling  a  pa’irlif'H^’  ^"a  *’'*  “^'anched  fist  near  his 

“Ka-a-rma  “  wlM^el/er  M 

t-h-r-o-w  of  these  d  1  C  P  91.  '^“'’■‘'“asts  1-i-k-e  yours  with  the 
thatv  F-i-v-et  Shee,  here’s^f^rrehl”'^*"'*  '**’  s^take’  Whash 

“F-i-v-ei”  he  shoum'd  elln  as  he'  *°  '•’row  the  dice 

“  a  woman  llhlm  h"e  was  Slrob®  *  "°9  ® 

gti-rP  he  was  mumbling  and  euffai 

^  In  an  instant  the  pnnc’erwefe  at  ?,  “P^°«>°“5ly. 

had  not  drunk  all  the  wine  vpi  1°  °  mouthing  nonsense  We 

One  was  wailing  hke  a  babv  a  bttle  groggy 

another  rolling  on  the  floor  H  *h  ""I  ’’a"'**  and  feet  wildly, 

world-conquenng  camoamn  .  'I!  ™"‘ad  by  a  raja  in  our 

»  deeply  as  I  felfnow  "sott’etri'''  ’’a™  ^alt  the  humiliation 

these  princes  were  mouthfnl  ""’“"dad  was  I  by  the  rubbish 

Yourwor’ld-conqS‘sUsus™eV'’-a’  a“'’'’®""®'  “*^aja  of  Anga' 

hunter-shape  is  still  alive  who  humbled  Siva  ib 

What  IS  the  point  m  offcrL  .h  8°‘ag  ‘d  defeat  him’. 

Arjuna-  His  mood  was  gS  7  o'”P  Atjuna' 

mtt.h°^*’a"’*’°°'n  a  strong  wind  ™ayed  like  a 

^°unded  weird  ^  words  that  issued  from  his 

^'PPa”“mbha^L7?gr^p  Th'’'"”"  aaoop-serler 

was  many  „n,es  more  mtenfe  .h»  “'"’’'age  he  showed  now. 

which  Ins  eyes  blazed  forth  when  t"  "ghteous  irntation  with 
no  e  TTie  t.p  of  h.,  nose  warttl  1 7“=  ®*'alya  write  the  bark- 
ro  Img  in  indignation,  or  were  the  at '  *”*  fire-shooting  eyes 

could  not  tell  His  words  terl"  on  his  head  throbbing’  I 

were  even  swifter  than  his  arrows  The 
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Shouting  “May  Kama,  the  Hero  of  Charities,  live  long  the 
suppliants  left;  only  two  remained  behind,  both  so  old  that  they 
shivered  in  the  heavy  showers.  One  had  a  bluish  complexion 
could  not  recall  having  seen  anyone  with  a  blue  skin  “eept  Sn 
Krishna  and  Arjuna.  Since  he  was  a  suppliant,  I  could  «v«"  ask 
him  about  it.  The  second  suppliant  had  a  round  face,  an 

staring  fixedly  at  the  feet  of  the  Raja  of  Anga.  man 

“I  beg  alms,  O  Hero  of  Charities,  Kama!”  the  blue-skinned  man 

W„»h,  — ■ 

“These  are  useful  only  when  one  is  in  8°°'* ^  feggots^.” 
to  the  bone  and  shivering  to  death.  I  nee 
The  old  man  said  this,  his  teeth  chattenng.  first  at 

“Faggots?”  The  Raja  of  was  shaking. 

Ashvatthaman,  then  at  me.  ^e  request  were 

Drops  of  water  slipped  down  his  white  beard.  If  his  q 

not  met,  he  would  surely  collapse,  ®  ®  J g,  this  time? 

“Shon,  where  are  we  going  to  find  SE  heavy-raining 

Where  can  dry  wood  be  found  in  worriedly  looked  at  me. 

Ardra  Constellation?”  The  Raja  o  g  during 

I  had  not  forgotten  the  astomshm^deas  he  mm^  ^ 

the  world-conquering  campaign. 

way  was  to  be  found,  it  would  certainly  get  what 

“Wait,  Shon.  Make  him  wait  he  platter,  and 

he  wants.”  He  emptied  his  fistful  of  pearls 
bounded  up  the  stairs  of  his  pa  ace.  , .  within  his  man* 

“Thud!  Thud!”  Strange  sounds 

sion  and  reverberated  through  t  e  p  towards  us,  with  a 

Soon  he  was  back,  comtng  knew  that  both  the  Kamas 

bundle  of  wood  on  his  back.  whirled  his  sword 

were  the  same — the  Kama  who,  as  generous  Donor  Kama 

as  General  on  the  field  of  b^t  ®  ®  on  his  back  as  a 

who  descended  the  stairs  with  a  .lonc  Pulling  out  two  hon 

Nishadha  tribal  descends  a  mounta  palace,  he  had 

zontal  sandalwood  /*^®”’^-^:.hhisaxcand,t>'ingthcmup 

chopped  them  into  firewood  piec  .  ^  down  the  stairs  on  i 
with  the  reins  of  Vayujit,  b^Eh  Jhem  ^ 

shoulders.  My  mind  was  a  weller  brother. 

1  thought  that  I  did  not  deserve  to  be  call 
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conquest  had  been  placed  in  Duryodhana’s  possession,  there  were 
still  many  cartloads  left  over,  which  would  not  get  exhausted  even 
if  all  the  suppliants  of  Aryavarta  turned  up  By  offering  all  that 
wealth  in  chanty,  he  won  over  the  minds  and  hearts  of  the  people 
The  Hero  of  Chanties,  Kama” — he  became  the  sole  support  of 
the  needy,  the  weak,  the  physically  handicapped,  the  exploited, 
the  sorrowing,  the  Brahmin,  the  orphan,  the  disease-stncken 
Kama,  the  Hero  of  Chanties 

He  would  seat  himself  on  a  stone  dais  in  front  of  the  palace.  As  I 
handed  over  to  him  the  items  that  he  called  out,  I  was  quite 
impressed  by  his  conduct  He  began  by  greeting  each  petitioner 
with  a  gentle  smile,  a  smile  that  was  never  shown  to  the  soldiers  of 
his  army  The  wealth  that  he  had  painstakingly  accumulated 
sojourning  from  one  forest  to  another  was  now  graciously  distnb- 
uted  to  thousands  with  a  pleasant  smile 

Ashvatthaman  had  wntten  in  his 
experiencing  the  beauty  of  Nature  is 
randLl^  the  satefaction  of  ten  world-conquests  While 

orAniturnTHT  A™.:''®^!'*  ‘he  Ra,a 

asked®  “Son  f  'Mh''a“haman  who  was  standing  next  to  me  and 

of  ten  world  joy  ,s  greatesf>-the  joy 

beautvoTNltr  appreciating  the  manifold 

orphaned  hond  he  j  oy  of  wiping  the  tears  from  the  eyes  of  an 
this  lady*^’’  ^  exploited,  distressed  and  infirm  person  like 

T^e l«th™nTr  mir  h«  d'd  was  smile 

burst  into  ram  asifth  “PP®™ost,  and  the  skies  suddenly 

adistrelrh^ranlMhtgtareT-.^'^^ 

cants  Th^Ra^of  Ang^dtsmiTsTd’hiT  “T"]? 

ally  handed  out  the  goods  in  drclhm'”"  " 

the  ceaseless  rams  and  overflowinfwnVT  ‘  "w 

competing  "8  with-chanty  Vasu-bhaiya  were 

Gold,  pearls,  diamonds,  cat's-eves  and  ,  j 

away  in  fistfuls  The  chief  advisor  V.dura  and 
watched  the  proceeding  from  the  balcoTy  “the  nal  "  r 
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Shouting  “May  Kama,  the  Hero  of  Chanties,  ''ve  Jong 
suppliants  left,  only  two  remained  behind,  both  so  old  that  th  y 
shivered  in  the  heavy  showers  One  had  a  bluish  complexion  I 
could  not  recall  having  seen  anyone  with  a  blue  skin  ““P* 
Knshna  and  Arjuna  Since  he  was  a  suppliant,  I  could  "ot  even  ask 
him  about  it  The  second  suppliant  had  a  round  face,  an 

staring  fixedly  at  the  feet  of  the  Raja  of  Anga  man 

“I  beg  alms,  O  Hero  of  Chanties,  Kama'”  the  blue-skinned  man 

to  the  bone  and  shivenng  to  death  I  need  a  bundle  of  faggots 
The  old  man  said  this,  his  teeth  chattenng  „|._ced  first  at 

Ashvatthaman,  then  at  me  The  o  reguest  were 

Drops  of  water  slipped  down  his  white  beard  If  his  reques 

not  met,  he  would  surely  ffg' go,s  for  him  at  this  time’ 

“Shon,  where  are  we  going  to  fin  g®  ,  heavy-raining 
Where  can  dry  wood  '"ofAnga  womedly  looked  at  me 

Ardra  Constellation'^”  The  Raja  of  g  dunng 

I  had  not  forgotten  the  astonishing  ^  If  g 

the  world-conquenng  campaign 

way  was  to  be  found,  it  would  U  certainly  get  what 

“Wait,  Shon  Make  him  wait  a  little  ,',,er,  and 

he  wants  ”  He  emptied  his  fistful  of  pearls 
bounded  up  the  stairs  of  his  pa  ace  .  ^  ^  within  his  man 

‘  Thud'  Thud'”  Strange  sounds  emanated  from 
Sion  and  reverberated  through  t  e  p  *-.^5  towards  us,  with  a 
Soon  he  was  back,  coming  .  ^jjat  both  the  Kamas 

bundle  of  wood  on  his  back  On  y  .y^.,t  whirled  his  sword 
were  the  same — the  Kama  who,  as  n  nggerous  Donor  Kama 

as  General  on  the  field  of  battle  ‘he  b,ck  as  a 

who  descended  the  stairs  with  a  Pulling  out  two  hon 

Nishadha  tribal  descends  a  ^'’“"’a  °P  ,bc  palace,  he  had 

zontal  sandalwood  beams  from  bhisaxcand.tynngthemup 

chopped  them  into  firewood  pieces  ^^irs  on  his 

with  the  reins  of  Vayujit.  bta“ght ‘bem  For  a  moment 

shoulders  My  mind  was  a  welter  o  "  ^  bis  blood  brother 

I  thought  that  1  did  not  deserve  to  be  call 
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conquest  had  been  placed  in  Duryodhana’s  possession,  there  were 
still  many  cartloads  left  over,  which  would  not  get  exhausted  even 
if  all  the  suppliants  of  Aryavarta  turned  up  By  offering  all  that 
wealth  in  charity,  he  won  over  the  minds  and  hearts  of  the  people 
The  Hero  of  Chanties,  Kama” — he  became  the  sole  support  of 
the  needy,  the  weak,  the  physically  handicapped,  the  exploited, 
the  sorrowing,  the  Brahmin,  the  orphan,  the  disease-stricken 
Kama,  the  Hero  of  Chanties 

He  would  seat  himself  on  a  stone  dais  in  front  of  the  palace  As  I 
handed  over  to  him  the  items  that  he  called  out,  I  was  quite 
impressed  by  his  conduct  He  began  by  greeting  each  petitioner 
with  a  gentle  smile,  a  smile  that  was  never  shown  to  the  soldiers  of 
his  army  The  wealth  that  he  had  painstakingly  accumulated 
sojourning  from  one  forest  to  another  was  now  graciously  distnb- 
uted  to  thousands  with  a  pleasant  smile 

Ashvatthaman  had  wntten  in  his 
IreaL  expenencmg  the  beauty  of  Nature  is 

fandma  l^  the  satisfaction  of  ten  world-conquests  While 

asked®  “Son  nf  ‘^^hvatthaman  who  was  standing  next  to  me  and 
ten  world  greatesf>-the  ,oy 

beautvom  t  r  appreciating  the  manifold 

orphaned  bond  h®  joy  of  wiping  the  tears  from  the  eyes  of  an 
this  lady*?’’  ^  exploited,  distressed  and  infirm  person  like 

Thesmh^Sr ma  h®  d'd  was  smile 

burst  into  ram  as  if  th^T  fppurmost,  and  the  skies  suddenly 

cams^ThTZZf  ‘he  -owd  of  supph- 

the  ceaseless  rams  and  overtlowina  wifh  leftded  to  me  that 
competing  "g-with-chanty  Vasu-bhaiya  were 

Gold,  pearls,  diamonds,  cafs-evcs  and  o.n,  r  a 

away  m  fistfuls  The  chief  advisor  Vidura  and  r 

watched  the  proceeding  from  the  balcony  “the  na'l 
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Shouting  “May  Kama,  the  Hero  of  Chanties,  >he 

suppliants  left,  only  two  remained  behind,  both  so  old  that  t  ey 
shivered  in  the  heavy  showers  One  had  a  bluish  complexion  I 
could  not  recall  having  seen  anyone  with  a  b  ue  s  in  ex  p 
Knshna  and  Arjuna  Since  he  was  a  suppliant,  I  could  even  ask 
him  about  it  The  second  suppliant  had  a  round  face,  an 
staring  fixedly  at  the  feet  of  the  Raja  of  Anga  j 

“I  beg  alms,  O  Hero  of  Chanties.  Kama'”  the  blue  skinned  man 

'' ™’do1ou^  d:s:::%aba^  wealth,  grains,  land,  cattle, 

'““^1  are  useful  only  when  one  isingoodhea^ 

to  the  bone  and  shivering  to  death  I  need  a  bundle  of  faggots 
The  old  man  said  this,  his  teeth  chattenng  first  at 

“Faggotsr-  The  Raja  of  ^nga,  ^nsed,  _^^an^c.d  ^ 

Ashvatthaman,  then  at  me  The  request  were 

Drops  of  water  slipped  down  his  white  beard  If  his  req 

not  met,  he  would  surely  collapse,  a|a  y 

“Shon,  where  are  we  going  to  /^h  of  the  heavy-rammg 
Where  can  dry  wood  be  found  in  ‘h  womedly  looked  at  me 
Ardra  Constellation'^”  The  Raja  o 

I  had  not  forgotten  the  ^  j  to  advise  him'^  H  a 

the  world-conquering  campaign 

way  was  to  be  found,  it  would  come  certainly  get  what 

“Wait,  Shon  Make  him  wait  a  little  He  wil  c 
he  wants  ”  He  emptied  his  fistful  of  pearls 
bounded  up  the  stairs  of  his  palace  ,  within  his  man- 

“Thud'  Thud'”  Strange  sounds  eman 
Sion  and  reverberated  through  t  e  p  towards  us,  w'h  a 

Soon  he  was  back,  coming  ,l,at  both  the  Kamas 

bundle  of  wood  on  his  back  y  .  yavuiit,  whirled  his  sword 

were  the  same — the  Kama  who,  as  nenerous  Donor  Kama 

as  General  on  the  field  of  ba«<'c  ood  on  his  back  as  a 

who  descended  the  stairs  with  “  tiooe  Pulling  out  two  hon 
Nishadha  tribal  descends  a  ,hc  palace,  he  had 

zontal  sandalwood  beams  from  l„5axcand.  tyangthemup 

chopped  them  into  firewood  pieces  n  „„  h,, 

with  the  reins  of  Vayujit.  f  feelings  foramome 

shoulders  My  mind  was  a  welter  o  "  „  j  ,^,5  blood  brother 
1  thought  that  1  did  not  deserve  to  be  ealleo 
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“Here  is  what  you  wanted.  I  am '^orryH  kept  you’ waiting  so 
long,”  Bhaiya  said  with  folded  palms  as  he  lowered  the'buhdle  and 
placed  it  at  the  feet  of  the  blue-skinned  suppliant. ''  ' 

“May  you  prosper,  O  Kama;  Hero  of  Charitiesi'’  The' old  man 
raised  his  hand  In  a  gestbfe  of  blessing.  *  •"  •’  i  ’ 

'  I  could  not' guess  why -the  bld'man,  while  liftihg  the'  bundle; 
smilingly  glanced  at  Grandsire  Bhishma  and  Vidiira  sitting  oh  the 
platform.  As  he  was  leaving,' the  other  roundfaced  elderly  suppli¬ 
ant  looked  again  at  Bhaiya’s  feet.  The'two'hent-backed  old  men 
left  with  the  bundle.  Near  the  front  entrance'of  the  main  gate;  the 
blue-skinned  old  man  suddenly  stopped  and  stood  up  straight.' 
Seeing  this,  I  wondered  if  it  was  Sri  Krishna  himself  in  disguise. 
And  could  the  other  old  campartion  be  Yudhishthira  by  any 
chance?  -  >  ,  >  ^ .  i..  > 

The  donation  period  for  that  day  ended.  The  rain  had  'ceased. 
But  thoughts  and  feelings  continued  to  flow  in  my 'mind J  Thad 
made  a  serious  mistake  by  agreeing  to  be  Bhaiya’s ’charioteer; 'I 
could  certainly  drive  Bhaiya’s  chbrioi'.  but  I'could  not  look  after 
him.  Had  Tbeeri  given  the  opportunity  to  look  after'him,  I  would 
have  seen  to  it  that  I  personally  had  the  good  fortune  of  applying 
sandalwood  oil  tct'his  feet  which  must'have  tired  after  day-long 
stahdmg'at  the  service  of  the  suppncarits'.''Bhaiya  would  never  have 

accepted  if  I  had  tried  to  do  this  as  his  younger  brother. 

26  '  -  '  -  ■  '  ^  /  ,  , 


Like  the  spokes  of  the  wheels  of  a  speeding  chariot,  yekr  fol- 
owed  year.  “World-Conquering  Kama”— this  glo^  of  Bhaiya  was 
left  behind,  and  “Karna^  Hero  of  Cliarilies”'bebamehh'etaikof'the 
town.^  As  a  result;  all  the  son’s  of  the' Hero  oTCharitieS  became 
reapients  of  special  respect  and  affection  fr^rh  the  people.' They 
had  grown  up  and  become  like'veritable'peaks'bf  the  Himalayas.' 
Ike  their  father,  they  were  expert’in  the  martial  arts:  The  eldest; 
ns  asena,  had  also  become’ a  proficient  wrestler. Wrishasena'; 

nn!c  the  - three  sons  of-  Vrishali^hhah/n* 

possessed  all  the  virtues  of  their 'parent's.  ehitrasena,^'Susharih'a; 

lec*:  ^*1  — the  four  son^  of  Supriya-6ha6/r7  were  rib 

^  accomplishments:  Before  going  to  the 

^  wait  to' touch  the  friet  of  Bhaiya  as  he 

serving  the  suppliants,  and  only  after  completing'' the 
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veneration  would' they  proceed.  Seeing  them,  I  was  happy  that 
Bhaiya^s  life  "had' been '’so 'fulfilled.  I  had  not  studied  life  as 
profoundly  as  Ashv'atthaman'had.-^Nor  had  I  tasted  the  brimming 
joys'arid  sorrows  ofdife  as'Bhaiya  had.  My  life  had  been  like  the 
grass  that  grows  on  the  fringes  of  a  field  of  overflowing  harvest.  To 
a^vieWer-from  a 'distance,  the  grass  is  indistinguishable  from  the 
harvest.  If  my  blood-relationship  with  the  Raja  of  Anga  were  left 
out,' what  independent  '^achievement  had  I  of  my  own?  I  a 
become  famous’, 'as  it  were,  by  association  with  his  glory  That  was 
Why  1  always  felt  that  my  life  is  a  story  of  simultaneous  success  and 


unsuccess. 

‘  We  were  fortunate  to  be  bom  as  Radha-mata’s  sons,  surely 
because  of  the 'merits ‘that  we  had  accumulated  in  our  past  lyes 
We  had' lived  all  our  years  hand  in  hand  with  open  an  trus  mg 
minds.  A  shard  of  a  broken  day  pot  in  a  field  . 

linked  VnshaM-bhabhVs  life  with  Bhaiya’s.  Later  they  had  fill 
their  life’s  pots  to  the  brim  with  love;  now  t  e  p 

°  TlfeTxpIrt  archer  Kama  who  had  been  rejected  by  G^ona 
because  of  social  prejudices  had  been  Bhishma  had 

by  the  Guru’s  own  son  Ashvatthaman.  world- 

spurned  Karha’orice;  later  he  had  welcome  ,  thought: 

Conquering  hero.  Seeing  the  clash  of  conflicting  y,. success. 

Life  is  truly  a  great'drama  of  simullaneoitssucces  Ljfojs 

Wheri-i:  said  as'much  to  Bhaiya,  he  'o  ^  oo,i^Jcess 

not  success  arid  unsuccess.  Birth  ii.  Life  s  s 
depends  on  action.’’  '  '  thnt  there  was  no 

Every  thought,  every  idea  g.  out  why  he  often 

scope  for  argument.  In' fact.’  I  could  never  make  out  wny 

OTught  my  approval.’ ’  '  '  ,-,11,  me  Hero  of  Charities. 

■  “I  givc'in  charity,  Shon.  Eve^one  narrow  and  limited’’ 

but  don’t  you  find  even  my  lavish  alms-gi  g  territory 

Hastinapura  and'the  four  neighbou^g  j  ,h(.  length  and 

for  alms-giving— not  any  ^idwedothcsamc 

breadth  of  Aryavarta  for  our  world-conq  out?"  he  asked 

When'  it  came  io  charity?  Tell  me-what  is  the  ss-ay 
me  directly.'  '  ...  maro'  °i<  yt”*' 

“If  that’s  what  you  wish,  *  “"J’  charioteers’  f.imdics  in 

seven  sons,  and  marry  them  to  girls  »  ^„_‘i:,nis  from  all  land' 
distant  lands.  That  will  be  the  way  to  get  supp  • 
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turning  up  here  Those  who  are  unable  to  come  will  receive 
wealth,  grains,  garments  and  more  sent  to  them  by  us  through  our 
newly  acquired  kinsmen  ”  I  was  eager  to  see  all  his  sons  married  as 
quickly  as  possible,  because  they  had  reached  marriageable  age 
and  were  eminently  eligible 

“Very  well  You  have  the  nght  idea  Go  with  Satyasena  and 
select  the  brides — preferably  from  such  distant  lands  as  Avanti, 
Kamarupa,  Kamboja,  Kashmira  and  others  Satyasena  should  go 
west  and  north,  you  east  and  south  Keep  one  thing  m  mind  For 
Minakshi  get  a  young  man  even  more  handsome  and  qualified 
than  my  sons  She  is  a  grown-up  young  lady  now  ” 

“Where  will  we  find  such  an  eligible  good-looking  young  man*^ 
“What’s  the  problem'^  If  you  can’t  do  it.  I’ll  find  him  myself 
That  will  at  least  provide  me  with  an  excuse  to  visit  Mathura  TH 
go  on  the  bndegroom  quest  myself  ” 

He  took  upon  himself  the  task  of  finding  a  husband  for  my 
daughter 

27 


Satyasena  and  I  travelled  from  kingdom  to  kingdom  in  search  of 
suitable  brides,  while  Bhaiya  chose  a  husband  for  Minakshi  in 
Mathura  Invitations  were  sent  to  all  places  The  new  in-laws  were 
respectfully  requested  to  bnng  with  them  as  many  helpless  and 
handicapped  people  as  possible  The  auspicious  day  arrived,  as 
foretold  by  the  royal  astrologers  and  purohitas 

Moving  through  the  length  and  breadth  of  the  capital,  Supriya 
and  Vnshah  bhabhi  distnbuted  nee  and  did  the  formal  inviting 
They  did  not  forget  to  visit  Vidura’s  hut  outside  the  city 
From  dawn  the  blare  of  drums  filled  the  city  The  citizens  had 
decorated  their  houses  in  celebration  of  the  forthcoming  weddings 
of  the  sons  of  their  world-conquenng  Hero  of  Chanties,  Kama 
No  raja  dared  to  say,  “These  are  weddings  of  the  sons  of  a 
charioteer  "  The  palace  glittered  like  a  bride  in  all  her  finery  My 
tired  parents,  forgetting  their  physical  exhaustion,  were  busily 
placing  coconuts  on  top  of  the  auspicious  pitchers  that  were  ar¬ 
ranged  around  the  altars  of  the  magnificent  pandals  Life  was  all  a 
joyful  confusion  Happiness  poured  on  our  heads  copiously  All 
the  subjugated  rajas  of  the  world-conquest  had  arnved  m 
Hastinapura,  and  those  who  for  some  reason  were  unable  to  be 
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present  had  despatched,  as  their  representative,  their  chief  minis¬ 
ter,  advisor,  or  general  All  of  them,  instead  of  crowding  around 
the  brides  and  bridegrooms  for  a  glimpse,  were  gathered  outside 
the  pandal  to  see  the  Raja  of  Anga  as  he  stood,  distributing  chanty 
to  Brahmins,  rishis,  ascetics,  the  helpless,  and  the  poor 

“Were  I  the  lord  of  Hastinapura  like  Maharaja  Dhritarashtra,  I 
would  order  the  name  of  the  capital  to  be  changed  to  Karnapura, 
were  the  words  of  Rukmin  the  Raja  of  Vidarbha,  as  he  surveye 


the  scene 

The  weddings  were  solemnised  The  suppliants 
lands  departed,  chanting  their  blessing,  “Victory  to  arna  e 
display  of  lamps  organised  that  night  made  me  won  er  i  ea 
was  up  there,  in  the  sky,  or  down  here,  on  earth 
The  advice  of  Bhaiya  as  he  blessed  his  daughters 
in  my  ears  “Though  you  enter  a  palace,  never  ^Rpcalline 

daughters  of  charioteers  ”  Those  were  his  exact  corner  of 

them,  I  was  transported,  as  it  were  Somewhere, 
my  mind  where  reproach  rankled,  stirred  a  , 

Pandavas  Ten  years  had  elapsed  since  their  „  ^^,^J, 

forest,  in  some  decrepit  thatched  hut,  they  mu 
night’s  darkness  as  their  only  blanket  fe  palace 

1  made  the  sight  of  seven  daughters-m-law  7;’"® '"‘e  for  her 
compensate  fofthe  grief  1  felt 
husband’s  house  The  rooms  that  had  p 
chanties  offered  to  the  suppliants  were  before,  like 

wedding  presents  Bhaiya’s  chanly-yfl/no  eon  empty - 

the  now'of  the  Ganga  herself  No  ^'^.X^Iatcr'^ 
handed,  nor  would  anyone  be  sent  J’l.r,  a  message  to  be 

At  the  time  of  leave-taking.  Minakshi  hed 'eh  a^ess^^g 
conveyed  to  her  respected  uncle,  the  ^“1“  .  q.j,g  message 

and  bustle  of  the  wedding,  it  had  *''PP'  j  ,„|jrcn  playing  with 
was  "ni  be  back  in  no  time  to  sec  your  g  ,^g 

your  flesh-ear-rings  ”  I  watted  outsi  e  ^  ^  gf,gr  sunrise  the 

smile  light  up  his  face  as  I  said  this  Bu  Ig^,,  cphi 

door  remained  closed  I  ’’“'gjgadcd  my  mind  This  Ind 

times— without  any  response  Worry  cum 
nc\cr  happened  before 

“Bhai>a,  open  the  door***  I  said  m  a  opened  Hi' 

"is  that  Shon-’  The  bolt  flee  looked 

poldcn  hair  was  dishc\cllcd,  and  h 
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disturbed  With  his  hands  clasped  behind  his  back,  he  strode  back 
and  forth  inside  the  room 

“Why,  what’s  the  matter^  You  look  so  preoccupied  ”  1  asked 
because  I  could  not  control  myself 

“I  can’t  make  sense  of  anything,  Shon  ” 

“Regarding  what*^” 

“I  had  a  dream  last  night  A  weird  one  ” 

“What  sort  of  dream*^  Arre,  don’t  you  know  dreams  are  al 
unreal  things'^” 

“No,  Shon  There’s  something  in  me  that  tells  me  this  dream  is 
going  to  come  true  In  this  dream  I  had  an  actual  conversation  wUh 
the  god  Surya  ” 

“What  did  you  talk  about‘>’' 

“He  told  me  that  Indra  himself  will  turn  up  at  my  door  tomor¬ 
row  as  a  suppliant  He  won’t  ask  for  wealth,  property,  garments, 
cattle  and  such  things,  instead,  he  will  ’’ 

“Ask  for  what*’” 

“My  skin-armour  and  flesh-ear-nngs,  Shon  My  skm-armour 
and  flesh-ear-nngs  And  to  give  to  Arjuna'”  His  up-and-down 
pace  increased 

“No,  Bhaiya,  whatever  the  reason,  you  mustn’t  give  in  to  this 
demand  That  won’t  be  chanty,  that  will  be  bondage  ”  I  almost 
screamed  out  my  words  I  was  trembling  all  over 

“That  IS  exactly  the  advice  1  was  given  by  the  god  Surya  He  said 
repeatedly  in  no  uncertain  terms  that  if  1  ever  gave  away  my 
armour  and  ear-rings  I  would  be  sealing  my  doom  ’’ 

“And  what  did  you  reply‘s” 

‘  Shon,  you  will  not  like  what  I  said  You  will  not  be  able  to 
accept  It  ’’ 

“Tell  me  I’ll  die  if  I  don’t  hear  it  right  now  ” 

‘  1  did  obeisance  to  the  Sun-God,  and  replied  that  if  the  king  of 
gods  Indra  personally  appeared  before  my  door  as  a  suppliant,  I 
would  honour  his  greatness  by  offering  him  my  skin-armour  and 
flcsh-ear-rings  without  question  ”  His  words  poured  like  molten 
steel  in  my  ears 

*  Why'>  Why  do  you  want  to  gamble  away  your  life  m  such  a 
fearful  way'’*’ 

•Shon  you  will  not  understand  this  now  This  offering  of  chanty 
will  be  done  only  for  the  sake  of  glory  “ 

“!  amc'  Fame*  Haven’t  >ou  had  enough  of  fame  by  now*’  What 
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does  fame  amount  to  in  the  end*^  And  what  kind  of  fame  are  you 
after*^” 

“Kama,  the  Granter  of  Boons  to  the  Killer  of  the  anti  gods  Bala 
and  Vntra,  the  Ruler  of  Heaven,  the  Lord  of  the  gods  Indra'  I 
want  to  ensure  this  glory  for  myself  Shon,  tomorrow  Heaven  itself 
will  descend  on  this  ancient  earth  and  beg  for  alms  For  this  glory  I 
am  prepared  to  go  far  beyond  armour  and  ear-rings,  I  will  offer  life 
Itself  Heroes  have  very  different  views  about  life  and  death  A 
man  without  fame  is  like  a  living  corpse  The  doors  of  heaven  open 
only  to  those  with  fame  Good  name  is  like  a  second  mother  y 
keeping  alive  a  man’s  memory  and  making  him  immortal,  it  gives 
him  a  fresh  birth  A  man  without  fame  is  only  a  living  corpse 
Running  day  and  night  after  meals,  sleep,  wealth,  love  an  t  e  res 
cannot  be  the  meaning  of  life  Life  is  measured  by  fame  only  You 
can  see  plenty  of  whales  in  the  ocean  whose  life-span  is  un  re 
of  years  Who  calls  them  immortal'^  To  merely  exist  is  "ot  to  really 
live  Only  fame  can  tell  you  what  life  can  be  Every  thousands 
of  beings  take  life  on  this  earth — and  pensh  E>oes  ^ 
time  even  to  shed  a  few  tears  over  them  ^  j  -hj,,  ,, 

those  whose  departure  creates  such  a  beart-rendmg  void  thant 
cracks  the  pillars  of  the  minds  of  those  Isft  be^  y 
ones  who  really  l.ved-and  who  really  died 
wered  the  Sun-God  who  asked  me  whether  I  wanmd Jife  m  fame 
by  saying,  ‘Fame  ’  I  cannot  accept  a  life  that  co 
name  is  tarnished  ”  ,  „„  1,-^/.  of  besto- 

“Why  then  are  you  so  upset  by  the  ^  Bhaiya. 

Wing  a  gift  of  chanty  that  will  bnng  you  im  fundamen- 

don’t  reject  the  truth  that  the  desire  then  the 

lal  of  all  human  instincts  If  one  gets  fam  what's  the 

deep  sat.sfact.on  of  self-respect  is  appreciat- 

benefit  of  a  posthumous  fame*'  A  corps  _  accom- 

mg  the  fragrance  of  ^o^er-garlands  heape  o  chasing  a 

phshment  is  to  carry  on  living  m  the  ,,,5 

theoretical  fame  That  is  what  life  is  a 

hope  of  that  person  too  whom  Indra  p  mstinct  of  all 

He  also  wants  to  live'  To  remain  alive  i  today  You  want  to 

creatures — and  that  is  why  you  are  so  oejc  u„itirncld  because 
live  You  know  that  you  are  unkillablc  archer  like  Arjuna 

of  your  armour  and  car-nngs  Even  an  c  [re  nonl'  part  "I'h 

cannot  defeat  you  Bhaiya,  see  yourself  honestly  Don  P 
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your  armour  and  ear-nngs  Try  at  least  to  remember  that  you  have 
promised  to  kill  Arjuna  ” 

“Shon,  enough'  Things  you  never  said  when  we  were  living 
together,  you’ve  spoken  out  now  The  waters  of  a  lake  do  not 
know  the  fragrance  of  the  pollen  of  full-blown  lotuses,  it’s  the 
distant  bee  who  knows  it  That  applies  to  you  too  I  am  surprised 
that  even  you  have  not  understood  my  life-style  and  behaviour 
You’ve  lived  with  me  shoulder  to  shoulder — and  yet  you  can  say 
what  you  have  said'  Must  you  too  think  that  I’m  afraid  for  my  life, 
1  am  upset  by  it,  and  that’s  why  I’m  confused‘s  Shon,  I  am  afraid,  I 
am  upset,  I  am  confused — all  this  is  true,  but  not  because  I  fear  for 
my  life  ” 

He  was  making  mystery  even  more  mysterious 
“Shon,  I’m  uneasy  because  I  am  not  sure  from  which  part  of  my 
body,  and  how,  I  will  slice  off  my  invincible  skin-armour  and 
glittering  flesh-ear-rings  when  the  king  of  gods  Indra  asks  for 
them  How  will  any  weapon  cut  my  impenetrable  skin's  Will  the 
pillar  of  fame  that  I  have  created  for  myself  shatter  because  of  the 
impenetrability  of  my  skin  and  my  ear-rings "S  This  is  the  reason  for 
my  misgivings  I’ve  been  worrying  over  this  all  night,  and  I  can  see 
no  way  out  Tell  me,  Shon,  from  which  part  of  my  body  and  how 
should  I  slice  my  skin-armour's”  Once  again,  he  paced  up  and 
down  with  his  hands  behind  his  back 

I  lowered  my  head  My  thoughts  seemed  so  trite  and  petty  next 
to  his  sky-lucid  ones  We  were  both  silent  for  a  long  time  Finally, 
he  left  me  and,  taking  with  him  a  dry  shawl,  prepared  for  the 
nrg/iyo-offenng 

I  informed  Vrishah-fc/iafr/ii  and  the  others  and  went  from  palace 
to  palace  alerting  everyone  They  already  knew  what  an  inflexible 
mind  he  had  None  of  us  had  the  power  to  dislodge  him  from  his 
decision  to  give  away  his  armour  and  ear-rings 

28 


After  completing  his  daily  ablutions  and  arghya  offering,  he 
came  and  stood  on  the  platform  from  where  he  dispensed  charity 
The  queue  of  suppliants  stretched  into  the  far  distance  I  looked  to 
see  if  the  king  of  gods  Indra  was  in  it,  but  could  not  spot  him  I 
breathed  relief  I  kept  passing  into  the  hands  of  the  Raja  of  Anga 
whatever  offerings  he  indicated  Gold,  garments,  pearls,  grains. 
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oil  and  other  commodities  were  generously  distnbuted  until  all  the 
petitioners  were  satisfied  Father  and  mother,  Vnshali-bhabhi  and 
the  seven  sons,  all  standing  pensive  on  the  balcony,  heaved  sighs 
of  relief  and  returned  inside  “It  was  only  a  dream,  after  all,  I 
murmured  and,  picking  up  four  pearls  that  had  fallen  on  the 
ground,  I  replaced  them  in  the  platter  In  the  meantime,  an 
emaciated  Brahmin  entered  from  the  mam  gate  and  paused  there 
for  a  moment  My  mind  throbbed  with  apprehension 
“Who  IS  it*^”  asked  the  Raja  of  Anga 
“A  poor  Brahmin  suppliant  ” 

“Come  here,  friend,  quickly  The  chanty  period  is  nearly  over 

Please  hurry  ”  ,  uui  ^ 

Placing  both  hands  on  his  hips,  stooping,  the  Brahmin  hobbled 
up  to  the  platform  Blinking,  toothless,  he  stood  there 
“Learned  Brahmin,  what  can  I  give  you'>  Wealth,  cattle,  pr  - 
perty,  house,  cereals,  garments’  Fruits,  flowers,  nectar’  Ma  e 
servants,  maids,  or  bark-sheets  for  wnting  the  scripture 

“Kama,  you  are  a  Hero  of  Chanty  I 
fame,  from  a  far  land  I  desire  no  wealth,  ^  ^  ^  j 

hankers  after  wealth  1  desire  no  ^  ^hmever  I 

want  no  property,  I  am  not  a  raja  A  house  fru,ts 

happen  to  be,  so  I  need  no  house 
flowers — I  want  none  of  these  I  am  not  a  nshi 
scriptures,  I  don’t  need  your  bark-sheets  servant’  What 

“What  then’  Would  you  like  to  have  m  ^  celibate 

would  you  like  me  to  do  in  carrying  out  y  fora  cloud  to 

one.  do  not  hesitate., ust  give  the  order  away 

depart  waterless  from  an  ocean,_but  no  suppliant  goe 
empty-handed  from  Kama’s  door  ’  ,.„nnminatc  your 

“This  IS  ,ust  your  false  pnde  I  don’t  '"^^ye  to 

glory,  so  I  shall  leave,  because  I  know  y  ^  „  gate 

give  me  what  I  want  ’’  The  Brahmin  turned ,o«ards 
The  Ra,a  of  Anga  stepped  off  the  platform  and.  running 

him,  touched  his  feet  ,  .u.c  »a\  I  am 

“Please  don’t  blacken  my  pure-white  n  ^ 

ready  to  cut  off  my  head  and  place  '•  u  >  _  .  — »hat  do 

But  I  will  not  let  you  depart  empty-handed  Order  m 

>ou  desire*^”  ,  ,  Ch^rlllcs’  If 

‘  Kama,  you  who  arc  honoured  as  the 
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are  really  so  enamoured  of  your  sky-rending  reputation  as  the 
Hero  of  Chanties,  grant  me  the  gift  of  your  skin-armour  and  flesh- 
ear-rings  ”  The  Brahmin  spread  open  his  palms 

Bhaiya  stood  up  suddenly  as  if  singed  by  fire  His  blue  eyes  filled 
with  tears,  his  lips  quivered 

“Raja  of  the  gods,  Indra’  You,  here,  at  the  doorstep  of  Kama, 
an  ordinary  son  of  an  ordinary  charioteer’  And  disguised  as  a 
decrepit  Brahmin'  Where  am  On  this  earth,  or  in  heaven'^ 
Imagine — the  king  of  gods  who  savours  the  amrita  of  heaven  and 
sports  with  the  apsaras  standing  with  open  palms  at  the  doorstep  of 
a  mere  mortal,  a  charioteer’s  son’  Is  this  real,  or  am  I  dreaming*^ 
Shon,  today  today  we  have  really  completed  our  world- 
conquest  There  are  four  directions,  and  above  them  a  fifth — and 
today  we  have  conquered  the  fifth  as  well  The  Raja  of  the  gods 
has  come  begging  at  the  door  of  the  Raja  of  Anga  Approach,  O 
lord  of  the  gods — I  welcome  you,  and  place  the  gift  of  my  armour 
and  ear-rings  in  your  begging  bag  But  but  come  with  a  bigger 
bag,  O  great  raja  My  body  is  unpiercable  No  weapon  can  slice  it 
Therefore  I  shall  place  my  body  itself  in  your  begging  bag  until 
life  departs  from  me  And  when  you  return  to  heaven,  lay  this 
body  out  to  dry  on  the  golden  outskirts  of  your  kingdom  My 
cooled  blood  will  turn  into  vapour  And  you  will  get  this  golden 
skin-armour  uncut,  exactly  as  you  want  it  ” 

The  Raja  of  Anga  paused,  and  added,  “But  what  do  you  want 
all  this  for*^  Is  there  a  shortage  of  gold  in  your  heavenly  treasury‘s 
Or  has  the  golden  lion  on  your  throne  worn  out,  and  you  need  a 
replacement'^  Or  is  it  that  you  envy  the  existence  on  earth  of  a 
skin-armour  that  equals  your  thunderbolt'^  Let  me  know,  O  Raja 
of  the  gods  Surely  you  don’t  need  my  golden  skin-armour  as  a 
footmal  to  spread  on  the  steps  of  heaven  by  which  you  descended 
on  earth  today‘s  Why  are  you  silent*^  This  is  your  second  visit  to 
earth,  the  first  being  during  the  reign  of  Maharaja  Nahusha 
Maha-Indra.  why  are  you  specchless'>  Tell  me  at  least  the  means 
by  which  I  will  be  able  to  place  this  skin-armour  at  your  feet 
Because  because  I  doubt  if  there  is  any  place  in  heaven  for  a 
charioteer  s  son  like  me  I  presume  you  want  only  my  skin-armour 
and  flcsh-ear-rings,  isn’t  that  so*>  But  how  can  I  part  with 
them— they  have  been  with  me  indissolubly  from  birth  How  do  I 
separate  thcm'>  I’m  creasing  my  forehead  to  find  out  a  way,  but  I 
sec  no  possibility  I  stand  before  you  ashamed,  because  I  realise 
that  m>  reputation  is  at  stake  ” 
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“No,  Kama,  your  lame  will  not  be  tarnished  Draw  the  sword 
from  your  hip  scabbard,  and  slide  its  sharp  edge  along  yntir  otus 
soft  mouth  A  layer  of  your  skin-armour  will  come  off  in  your 
hand  Holding  it,  peel  off  the  rest  of  your  armour  exactly  as  one 
peels  bark  off  a  tree  Kama,  you,  and  you  only,  can  conquer 

the  five  directions  ”  .. 

“Raja  of  the  gods,  how  will  I  ever  be  able  to  ^^pay  this  obhga^ 

tion'^  The  idea  never  occurred  to  me  You  are  extraor  i  y 

^^wlmg  rff.;,"^  the  apptop--p. 

form  He  whipped  the  sword  J™;;’ back,  and  said 
weapon  sent  a  shiver  up  my  spine  1  held  today 

to  hL  agitatedly.  “No,  no.  Bhaiya  Your  flesh-ear-nngs  today 

have  again  become  lustreless  todav  1 

“Shon,  from  today  they  will  be  forever  lus  t  less  But  today  ^ 

have  no  fears  on  that  account  Today  e  sword 

lustreless  compared  to  them  Move  ou  repeatedly  and 

flashed  naked^  beat  my  ag-ns,  hi^Jeewepea. 
screamed,  “Bhaiya,  grant  me  alms  y 
skin-armour  ”  My  head  was  whirling  obsessed 

He  was  oblivious  to  all  /^akun^  was^no.^s 

when  throwing  dice  as  Bhaiya  w  ^ 

dhana  so  intoxicated  at  the  banqu  Surya.  he  quick- 

Eyes  closed,  chanting  the  hymn  to  the  t  of  drops  of 

ly  slid  the  sharp  blade  across  his  open  mouth  A  P 
blood  spurted  on  Raja  Indra  s  wais  c  ancuish  I  bad  not 

“Bhaiyaaaa'  Bh.iiyaaaa'  I  j  ^vhen  1  ran  after  his 

shouted  in  such  pain  even  in  c  i  jij  oot  I-e 

chariot  Then  he  heard  my  .  ’  ^led  off  a  tree  Like 

peeled  the  armour  from  his  body  i  ‘  .  ,],o  pcsli  of  his  body 

the  reddish  flesh  of  a  newly" cut  ig  ^  drenched  by  the  waters 
was  revealed  piece  by  piece  Like . 

of  the  Ganga,  his  body  was  drenche  y  p,crcing  it  The  plat- 
My  body  fell  as  if  g.ddy^  I  clutched  ml 

form  swirled  in  front  of  my  eye  ,  „  Jj  w.is  time  now  fo  • 

and.  hiding  It  between  my  knees,  sat  down 
to  su  down  ^s  one  remoscs  a 

Di\csting  himself  of  his  skin-ar  u^g^cn  The  nest 
he  smilingly  handed  it  to  the  on  top  of  the  arint 

had  sliced  off  his  car-nngs  and  p  ‘ 
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He  was  smiling  gently  What  great  joy  could  he  possibly  have  been 
feeling*^  Heaping  embers  on  our  hopes  and  desires,  he  had  strewn 
flowers  at  the  feet  of  Indra  What  satisfaction  had  he  received'^— I 
raised  my  head  and  looked  at  his  face  for  an  answer  Even  death 
could  not  have  been  so  horrific  As  a  result  of  the  total  stnpping  of 
his  skin-armour,  the  blood-smeared  exposed  flesh  and  the  sliced 
ear-lobes  made  him  look  so  disfigured  that  1  was  stupefied  He 
stood  on  the  platform  like  a  tree  half-devoured  by  fire  I  rose 
unsteadily  Was  I  alive  or  dead‘s  I  could  not  be  sure  He  was  no 
more  the  great  bow-expert,  the  world-conquering  general,  and  the 
Hero-of-Charities  Kama — ^he  was  nothing  He  was  just  a  dis¬ 
torted,  ugly-looking  dummy  Glancing  at  me,  he  smiled  as  he 
always  did,  but  I  did  not  find  the  smile  to  be  the  same  as  before 
His  golden,  shining  teeth  looked  fearful  through  his  blood 
dnpping  mouth  Shorn  of  the  lovely  golden  hair,  along  with  the 
skin-armour,  his  head  had  the  appearance  of  a  round  mace-top 
And  the  lower  half  of  his  sliced  ears  no  longer  glittered  with 
golden  gleams,  instead,  there  were  two  dnpping  blobs  of  blood, 
just  blobs  of  blood 

“Vasu-u-u-u’’’”  Seeing  him  m  that  mutilated  state,  Radha-mata 
screamed,  fell  m  a  faint,  and  rolled  down  the  stairs,  hitting  the 
landing  with  a  thud  Even  in  that  disfigured  condition,  he  rushed 
forward  to  help  her  but,  noticing  that  his  spurting  hot  blood  was 
creating  blisters  on  her  body,  he  stepped  back  I  could  not  make 
out  whether  I  should  laugh  at  the  fact  that  such  a  blood-drenched 
body  could  have  such  a  noble  mind,  or  whether  I  should  bemoan 
the  course  of  destiny  that  made  such  things  possible  Even  Indra’s 
hands  were  burnt  by  the  skm-armour  and  flesh-ear-nngs,  but 
Indra’s  anxious  and  restive  mind  was  calmed  Was  it  because  he 
had  ensured  the  safety  of  his  son  Arjuna,  or  was  it  because  he  had 
received  the  darshan  of  an  unparalleled  Hero  of  Chanties’’  There 
was  no  way  of  knowing  Coming  down  the  stairs  of  the  palace, 
Vnshali  and  Supnya-bhabhi  ran  towards  the  Hero  of  Chanties, 
but  they  also  were  unable  to  touch  him  They  wept  their  hearts  out 
from  a  distance,  wailing,  “Lord*  Maharaja'”  My  head  felt  numb 
All  the  balconies  of  the  palace  were  crowded  with  people ,  weeping 
as  they  saw  the  transformation  of  a  handsome  world-conquenng 
hero  imo  a  twisted,  ugly  puppet  But  Bhaiya  stood  still  on  the 
platform  His  thick  blood  had  coagulated  on  the  very  spot  where 
the  tears  of  grateful  suppliants  has  fallen  Exclaiming  “Had  Had' 
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they  expressed  their  sorrow  I  covered  my  ears  with  my  palms  My 
ears  were  not  used  to  hearing  anything  other  than  victory  cnes  in 
his  honour  I  was  unable  to  bear  the  pity  showered  now  on  his 

deformity  u  i  a  r 

Stepping  down  the  platform,  he  slowly  approached  the  lord  ot 
the  gods,  touched  his  feet,  and  said,  “Raja  of  the  gods,  ave  no 
desire  to  live  by  giving  pain  to  anyone  The  hearts  of  a  presen 
here  are  breaking  for  my  sake  If  it’s  possible,  please 
good  looks,  if  not,  use  this  sword  to  make  an  end  o  me  wi 
no  problem  at  all  now  to  sever  my  head  from  my  tmn 
placed  his  sword  at  Indra’s  feet,  and  lowered  his  hea  is 
glowing-like-gold  back  now  had  a  molten  steel  glaze  „ 

“Rise’  You  are  a  very  exceptional  person,  °  ^?n'nn _ the 

I  am  pleased  with  you,  and  I  give  you  an  infal  i  e  w  p 

Vaijayanti  missile  ”  The  Raja  of  the  gods  raise 

caressed  his  entire  body  Slowly  his  frame  ,,5 

blood  evaporated  like  mist  The  flesh-armour  was  g 

place  appeared  skin  ^,,1,  .j,,,  bles- 

“May  you  prosper,  Hero-of-Chanties  Kar 
sing,  the  lord  of  the  gods  Indra,  disguised  as  a  ^  and 

by  the  mam  gate,  taking  with  him  the  armour  and  ear  nngs 

leaving  behind  his  defeat  on  the  platfom  armour,  many 

Forgetting  the  fact  that  he  hiid  g  ^ Someone  an- 
hurried  forward  and  embraced  the  K  J  ^  Jiundred 

nounced,  “Hero-of-Charities  Kama  May  y  .  aai,i,nking, 
autumns'"  I  did  not  hear  the  announcemen  jrjowers  rained 

to  my  heart’s  content  at  the  dned  °  ja  Pad  out  if  they 
from  the  palace  balconies  No  one  ha  _nn„iace  had  lovingly 
fell  from  heaven  or  some  other  place  —oossible  to  know  what 

crowded  around  the  Raja  of  Anga  **^^*'1  „ff»red  reverence  to 

he  was  feeling  He  stepped  forward  and  ofterco 
Radha-mata  ,.hnVed 

“Vasu-u-u-u-u'"  said,  gentl> 

“Not  Vasu,  Vaikartana,  mother,  ’Agif  of  his  scxcrcd 

Radha-mata  ran  her  fingers  on  *  ®  ,  Supporting  her.  he 

cars  Hers  was  an  utterly  intense  mo  nalacc  His  sons, 

calmly  climbed  the  steps  of  the  obliMOUS  to  all  Tlic 

daughters-in-law,  trusted  ones,  -.ly  ramed  flowers  on 

fascinated  observers,  on  both  ®**^*^*’<,  j.“j,d  not 
rnoiher  and  son  But  the  Sun-go 
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Kama’s  stripped  body,  so  he  had  set  earlier  than  usual  on  the 
western  horizon.  Thick  darkness  descended  on  all  sides. 

What  had  Bhaiya  gained  by  giving  away  his  skin-armour  and 
flesh-ear-rings?  He  had  obtained  Indra’s  infallible  Vaijayanti 
missile,  capable  of  annihilating  any  one  heroic  warrior.  And  uni¬ 
versal,  undying,  celestial  fame. 


BOOK  8 


KARNA 


“You  have  destroyed  all  my  hopes  and 
desires  Why  did  you  have  to  give  away  your  skin 
flesh-ear-nngst  You  have  certainly  attained  fame  m 
worlds  as  a  splendid  granter  of  chanties,  but  ’  r  . 

Anga.  that  as  a  result  the  other  kings  are  now  more  POW^“ 
you  Without  his  armour  and  '^"  Uhou, 

without  fangs,  a  hon  without  his  mane,  and  1  e  i  battle- 

peaks  How  Wll  you  now  be  able  to  face  Arjuna  on  the  battle 

Raja  Duryodhana  was  heartbroken  at decimated 

ears  He  paced  in  front  of  me  like  a  strength  lay  only 

“How  did  you  ever  get  the  imFesston^^^  ,  can 

in  my  armour  and  ear-rings  j  could,  but  m 

destroy  Arjuna  ”  I  tried  to  ^  ,  my  helplessness  A 

my  mind  too  a  nagging,  harsh  voic  t  ^ 

wamor  without  strength — an  elepha  -^reneth  I  renounced 
armour  and  flesh-ear-nngs  were  my  ,  prestige 

them  in  order  to  reach  the  difficult  PjJ)"  answer  could  I  give 
“Guard  your  armour  and  ear-nngs  consequences,  in 

to  Grandsire  Bhishma’  I  was  not  a  t®  impossible  to 

fact,  I  was  even  a  little  proud  of  my  bjo  matter  how 

convey  this  logically  in  words  to  ury  everything  one 

excellent  a  language  is,  it  is  never  ®  °  ,|y.(,riented  mind  would 
has  in  one’s  mind  Duryodhana  s  p  jbe  kept  circling  the 

never  be  able  to  understand  human  emotions  n 
room  in  agitation  ,  way  left  now  for  you 

“There  is  a  way,  Kama  There  is  y  qmckly,  raising  his 
to  become  all-powerful  again 
thick  eyebrows  . 

“And  what  is  that*^"  I  asked  injurp 

“Acquire  the  Brahma-weapon  jj  ^ovc  sky  anu 

“Who  has  that  weapon’  Tell  me.  king 
underworld  for  it  ’’ 
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“Kama,  it  is  my  desire  that  you  obtain  this  Brahma-weapon  for 
all  of  us  Whether  you  get  it,  or  I — it’s  the  same  I  think  you  are 
the  only  archer  deserving  of  such  a  weapon  Only  a  powerful 
elephant  deserves  pure-white,  strong  tusks  *’ 

“If  you  feel  so  strongly  about  the  fact  that  I  do  not  possess  the 
Brahma-weapon,  I  will  make  it  a  point  of  obtaining  it  at  any  cost 
Just  let  me  know  how  you  plan  to  help  me  ” 

“You  will  have  to  approach  Gum  Drona  In  Hastmapura  ofily 
Drona  knows  the  secret  of  the  Brahroa-weapon  The  supreme  son 
of  Brahma,  Bhagavan  Parashurama  personally  taught  him  the  use 
of  this  weapon,  so  Guru  Drona  is  your  only  recourse  " 

“King,  what  is  this  that  you  are  saying*^  Must  I  in  desperate 
helplessness  go  to  the  person  who  has  heaped  smouldenng  insults 
on  my  head  in  front  of  lakhs  and  lakhs  of  people'^  Must  I  stand 
with  bowed  head  before  a  man  who  doesn’t  have  a  single  word  of 
affection  for  Karna*^  Must  I  go  as  a  beggar  at  the  doorstep  of 
Drona-ji — I  who  made  Indra  himself  come  supplicating  to  my  door 
as  a  beggar’’  Do  you  realise  what  you  are  saying'’” 

“Yes,  Kama,  life  is  like  the  wheel  of  a  potter  Kala,  the  Spirit  of 
Time,  disguised  as  a  potter,  spins  the  wheel  as  he  wishes  There  is 
no  place  in  it  for  anyone’s  persona)  hkes  or  dislikes  That  is  why 
the  potter  Kala  makes  pots  of  any  design  he  hkes  There  are  times 
in  one’s  life  when  one  has  to  forget  insults  and  perform  one’s  duty. 
If  you  refuse  today  ’’ 

“So*’" 

“So  it  will  be  considered  as  a  defeat  in  the  career  of  Duryo- 
dhana  I  have  given  word  on  your  behalf  without  consulting  you, 
to  Uncle  Shakuni  “ 

“What  did  you  promise  him’’” 

“For  my  sake,  Kama  will  learn  the  secret  of  the  Brahma- 
weapon  from  Guru  Drona  If  Kama  doesn’t  learn  it,  I  will  But 
that  will  happen  only  after  the  friendship  of  Kama  and  Duryo- 
dhana  is  broken  ” 

“King,  is  this  how  you  are  testing  me’’  For  the  sake  of  your 
affection,  I  am  prepared  to  reject  even  the  three  worlds  But  how 
can  I  go  to  the  doorstep  of  Guru  Drona  and  stand  there  as  a 
beggar’’  Kama  is  ready  to  embrace  death,  but  he  will  not  com¬ 
promise  his  self-respect  and  his  freedom  What  a  weird  predica¬ 
ment  >ou’ve  put  me  in'  I  don’t  know  what  to  do  ” 

“No  If  you  ure  so  upset  by  the  thought  of  going  to  Drona,  I 
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won’t  press  you  But  remember,  Raja-of-Anga  Kama,  Duryo 
dhana  is  a  wonderful  fnend,  but  he  can  also  be  a  bitter 
From  today  the  Raja-of-Anga  Kama  will  be  only  one  o  e 
respectworthy  Rajas  of  Aryavarta,  not  a  friend  I  wi  see  you 

'ster  ”  ,  , 

“Wait,  king  I  am  ready  to  go  What  I  would  not  have  done  for 

myself  under  any  condition,  I  will  do  for  you  I  ^ 

the  door  of  the  very  same  Drona  who  always  soug  t  o  r 
m  the  ocean  of  his  indifference  For  your  sake  on  y  urn 
royal  astrologers  today  for  the  sake  of  our  fnen  s  ip 
auspicious  muhurla  for  the  journey  ^  auspicious  ou 
for  the  quest  of  the  Brahma-missile  ”  .  ^  „r,>«ed  it 

“Well  spoken,  Kama'”  He  took  my  hand  in  h'*  and 

joyfully  That  grip  of  his  f  H'fkept' smnng  intently 

ion  for  me  His  eyes  shone  with  happiness  H  P 
at  me  I  had  never  before  seen  such  gratitu  e  i 
In  the  innermost  cave  of  my  mind  the  vvords  ^ 
Brahma-missile'”  danced  topsy-turvy  m  .  a  jior- 

heard  from  Ashvatthaman  that  the  Bm  -  capped  in  a 

rendous  mankind-annihilating  we^n  My  grahma-weapon 

welter  of  conflicting  thoughts  Why  capable 

created’’  It  was  not  only  destructive  of  ,  jg  of  thousands 

of  wiping  out  existence  itself  on  ‘he  enchanting  earth, 

of  years  must  have  gone  into  the  ere  a,ion  m  an  instant 

but  this  missile  could  obliterate  all  cnoenor  to  that  of 

Nature  had  endowed  man  with  mte  ig  happily  or  was  it 
other  creatures  in  order  to  enable  mm  ®  obtain  such  a 

given  him  to  destroy  himselP  Should  one  replied  with 

•weapon'^  If  the  question  were  put  to  me,  ^nst  My  way  of 

a  straight  no,  because  my  basic  *”®**”^  «  let  others  hve 

thinking  was  simple  hve  with  digm  y  y  ready  to  accept  my 
With  dignity  too  When  the  time  came,  comfortably 

death,  but  it  was  not  possible  nhilosoohv  was  harmonious 

myself  at  the  expense  of  others  My  P 

coexistence  But  ^  or  not  did  not  anse  at  all  The 

But  the  question  of  what  I  wshe  adversary  wh 

weapon  was  in  Arjuna’s  bands,  m  it  how  could 

was  forever  my  tormentor  .  -roblems  of  hfe  cannot 

then  overpower  my  adversary*^  A  abstract  truth  Some 

solved  by  standing  on  the  glossy  grounds  of  aos 
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times  il  IS  necessary  to  stand  on  the  harsh  stone  of  practical 
considerations  There  was  only  one  sure  way  left  for  me  now  and 
that  was  to  get  hold  of  the  Brahma-missile  Whether  I  liked  it  or 
not,  I  was  constrained  by  circumstances  to  do  so  Kala  the  Spirit  of 
Time  had  willed  it  so  Kala  is  a  cruel  tiger  he  hunts  and  runs  off 
with  the  idealistic  dreams  of  mankind  in  his  jaws  as  if  they  were  a 
deer  What  would  be  achieved  by  obtaining  this  Brahma-missile'^ 
What  really  is  the  point  of  all  these  annihilating  weapons'^  Who 
was  there  to  answer  these  questions'^  We  are  all  victims  of  Time 
Who  would  benefit  from  this  missile‘s  When  all  is  consumed  in  a 
holocaust,  who  is  left  to  be  happy‘s  Who  finds  peace*^ 

My  mind  was  in  a  complete  quandary  Had  I  blundered  by 
agreeing  to  Duryodhana’s  desire'^  I  asked  myself  this  question 
thousands  of  times,  but  received  no  satisfactory  answer  I  felt  a 
deep  need  for  Ashvatthaman  An  indescribable  feeling  of  having 
found  a  solution  came  over  me  whenever  I  listened  to  his  nectar¬ 
like  words  In  acute  mental  dilemma,  his  simple,  wise  truths 
consoled  and  inspired  me  It  may  be  nght  to  say  that  a  man  lives  by 
his  feelings,  but  he  does  not  do  so  only  by  them  Wise  truths 
provide  a  path  which  he  has  to  accept  at  the  nght  time  Wasn’t  my 
decision  to  obtain  the  Brahma>missile  part  of  an  acceptance  of 
wise  truth‘s  Practical  convenience  or  wise  truth'^  It  wasn’t  clear  to 
me  at  all  1  removed  the  crown  from  my  head,  and  took  off  my 
royal  vesture  Putting  on  a  simple  garment,  my  shawl  over  my 
shoulder,  I  started  walking  towards  the  military  academy  in  order 
to  meet  Ashvatthaman  I  was  not  dressed  as  a  raja,  and  I  had  not 
ordered  a  chariot  yoked  The  maids  and  men-servants  stared  at  me 
in  surprise 

So  lost  was  I  in  my  thoughts  that  I  had  no  idea  when  I  reached 
the  military  academy  In  the  neatly  laid  out  grounds  inside  were  a 
couple  of  thatched-leaf  huts,  m  which  lived  Ashvatthaman,  Guru 
Drona,  and  some  young  religious  aspirants  I  did  go  off  and  on  to 
Ashvatthaman’s  hut,  but  only  on  specific  business  And  he  always 
received  me  with  a  smile  His  nature,  fragrant  as  a  champak, 
produced  joy  all  around  him  Guru  Drona  lived  alone,  by  himself, 
in  a  thaiched-leaf  hut  situated  mid-way,  next  to  Ashvatthaman’s 
As  always,  I  stood  in  front  of  the  hut  Seeing  that  inspiring  sight, 
rny  ignoble  thoughts  relating  to  the  Brahma-missile  scattered  like 
clouds  dispersed  by  a  strong  wind  Ashvatthaman  who  discoursed 
alwavs  on  complex  matters  like  life,  salvation  and  the  atman,  who 
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always  appeared  to  me  to  be  as  impressive  and  grand  as  the  sky 
was  lisping  like  a  little  boy  to  a  calf  born  hardly  a  week  ago  and 
seemed  to  have  forgotten  even  himself  He  was  brushing  the  bushy 
tail  of  the  calf  against  his  smooth  cheeks  Seeing  me  he  said 
seriously  to  the  animal,  “Guess  who  s  here  son  of  a  bull'  He  is  the 
finest  archer  of  Hastinapura,  who  gave  away  as  chanty  his  skin 
armour  and  flesh  ear-rings  to  the  king  of  the  gods  Indra  himself 
in  order  to  keep  his  word  He  is  the  beloved  pupil  of  the  sun  god 
Surya  He  welcomes  every  guest  who  turns  up  at  his  door  So 
It  is  fit  that  you  welcome  him  too  But,  bhai  a  dry  welcome  will 
not  do  You  will  have  to  give  him  half  your  share  of  bubbling  hot 
milk  Are  you  ready  to  do  so'^  ’  He  said  this  into  the  calfs  ears 
The  calf  fixed  his  large  berry  like  eyes  on  me  and  pricked  his 
ears  His  pretty  tufted  tail  jerked  up  and  he  mooed  Humm  aa 
loudly,  as  if  he  had  followed  every  word  of  Ashvatthaman  ho 
seemed  to  agree  to  the  request  His  mooing  pleased  s  va 
thaman  enormously  Ashvatthaman  tickled  the  calfs  haiO”  ^  ' 
lock  I  gazed  at  them,  fascinated  They  seemed  to  me  o  ® 
attractive  manifestations  of  the  spmt  of  life  itse  _nuld 
occurred  to  me  that  had  I  been  a  young  nshi  my  life  also 
have  been  like  this — like  Ashvatthaman  s  .  „  . 

Sitting  on  a  deerskin  in  his  thatched  hut,  we  c  a  ^ 

Casually  I  referred  to  the  Brahma  missile  ®  of 

serious  and  said,  “Kama,  life  is  not  a  black  and-wh 

printed  cloth  It  has  quite  a  few  shades  of  | 

catch  the  full  import  of  what  he  said,  but  I  cur  ^  permission 

brought  some  milk  for  me,  after  dnnking  it,  I  aj  j  made 

to  leave  Pure  white  moonlight  drenched  the  ou  , ,  j  a 

my  way  to  the  palace,  it  occurred  to  me  that 

cloth  with  black  and  white  stnpes,  there  must 

shades  of  grey  fall  on  it  But  the  border  o  c  and 

colourful,  because  in  that  pure,  cool  moonligh 

”  ■■ 

Soakms  ’n  'he  joy  of  tlie  moon.  I  "olheif  "I'’’  me''^W''o  * 

palace  The  guard,  fa.Img  to  recognise  me.  stopped  me 

I  raised  my  head  and  looked  at  him  -nised  me 

remains  of  my  cars  throbbed  Seeing  them,  he  recogn  ^ 
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Forestalling  me,  he  fell  at  my  feet  and  said  abjectly,  “Forgive  me, 
Maharaja  I  was  unable  to  recognise  you  in  this  dress  ” 

Without  replying,  I  held  him  by  his  arms  and  made  him  rise,  and 
handed  him  the  lance  that  lay  on  the  ground  next  to  him  Giving 
him  an  encouraging  pat  on  his  back,  I  entered  the  main  gate  It 
occurred  to  me  again  that  life  is  not  a  cloth  of  black  and  white 
stripes,  there  are  times  when  shades  of  grey  fall  on  it,  and  it  does 
have  a  colourful  border,  and  stray  threads  do  occasionally  straggle 
out — like  that  slightly  crazy  guard 
Next  morning  I  learnt  from  Shon  that  Raja  Duryodhana  had 
consulted  the  royal  astrologers  and  had  been  advised  about  the 
most  auspicious  day  to  approach  Drona  m  order  to  obtain  the 
Brahma-missile  Luckily  it  fell  on  a  Sunday  1  was  expected  to  go 
to  him  at  the  cowdust  hour  of  twilight  In  all  probability  I  would 
now  have  to  pass  my  days  with  Guru  Drona  in  the  military 
academy  During  my  absence  Raja  Duryodhana  had  arranged  to 
personally  look  after  the  affairs  of  the  kingdom  of  Anga  Besides 
Shon  and  Raja  Duryodhana,  no  one  was  in  the  know  of  this  plan 
of  outs 


2 


Sunday  arnved  From  crack  of  dawn  I  stood  m  the  waters  of  the 
Ganga  From  morning  till  the  afternoon,  I  faced  eastwards,  then  I 
looked  to  the  west  As  the  sun  dipjied  in  the  west,  I  quietly  closed 


my  eyes  In  front  of  my  shut  eyes  lay  the  vast  ocean  of  sun- 
rays — radiance  and  yet  more  radiance  on  all  sides,  dazzling  light 
and  total  silence  Only  two  things  about  this  limitless  earth  seemed 
to  me  to  be  true — one  was  the  Sun  God  flooding  with  light  the 
moving  and  unmovmg  life  of  the  world  from  primeval  times,  and 
the  other  was  the  fact  of  the  earth  whose  every  single  atom 
delighted  in  the  solar  dazzle  The  ancient  earth  bedecked  in  multi¬ 


farious  dresses  The  Sun-God  Surya  and  the  Earth  The  Earth  and 
Surya  What  place  did  1  have  between  themV  Was  I  just  a  shining 
ray  linking  both,  or  a  mere  speck  of  dust  on  the  earths  My  mind 
whirled  with  these  thoughts,  trying  to  find  a  meaning  to  life 
Sensing  that  the  radiance  in  front  of  me  was  slowly  dimming,  I 
opened  my  eyes  On  the  western  horizon,  beyond  the  distant 
peaks,  I  saw  the  outline  of  an  axe  In  one  comer,  in  wet  sand, 
stood  Duryodhana,  waiting  for  me  God  alone  knew  when  he  had 
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come  there  and  how  long  he  had  been  waiting  In  his  hands  was  a 
lhah  full  of  fruits  and  a  large  bowl  of  milk  Seeing  him  I  felt  a  wave 
of  friendship  well  up  in  me  Would  anyone  believe  it  possible  that 
the  man  with  the  thalt  of  fruits  was  the  Crown  Prince  of  Hastina- 
pura  himself,  and  that  he  was  actually  waiting  for  me''  How  alert 
and  eager  he  looked'  He  had  seen  to  it  that  not  even  an  attendant 
was  present,  so  that  our  plan  of  obtaining  the  Brahma-missile 
would  remain  totally  secret  Who  was  there  to  witness  his  pure 
affection''  Only  the  Ganga  , 

Emerging  from  the  water,  I  noticed  that  the  dry  cloth  1  a 
placed  at  the  river  bank  had  been  swept  away  by  a  stray  breeze 
Placing  the  thah  in  my  hands,  Duryodhana  said,  “Kama,  finis  t  e 
fruits  first,  then  the  milk  You  have  not  had  even  a  bite  since 


morning  ” 

•  accepted  the  thalt  from  him  As  a  fnend,  he  seemed  to  me  i  e 
a  sturdy  banyan  A  Kaurava  hero  had  waited  for  hours,  tiat 
band,  on  the  desolate  bank  of  the  Ganga  to  honour  an 
son  of  a  charioteer  Those  who  belittled  Duryodhana  were  utt  y 
stupid— the  truth  was  that  he  was  a  close  friend  and  a 
some  of  the  fruits  and  drank  the  milk  In  the  j 

dhana  brought  me  the  cloth  I  had  left  on  the  far  ban 
was  reminded  of  Shon  . ,  .  my 

I  changed  my  wet  clothes  Duryodhana  place  is  s 
shoulders  I  could  not  control  myself,  I  said,  '  t.  -j-nist 

you  to  go  back  1  will  certainly  procure  the  Brahma 
me  Kama  has  given  his  word  ”  ,  r.iy  „„  and 

I  glanced  at  him  once  His  thick  eyebrows  mo 
down  A  sliver  of  the  setting  sunlight  fell  across  his  - 
IS  blood-red  complexion  with  a  strange  joy  He  ^ 

shoulders  and,  shaking  them  bnefly,  he  left,  ^ 

'^ord  His  vibrant  eyes  were  saying  clearly  to  .  direction 

'Wishes  arc  with  you  ”  He  turned,  and  strode  .  v-alkcd 

o  the  palace,  pressing  his  heels  deep  m  the  .  towards  the 

tall,  huge  frame  slowly  dwindled  as  he  s  l 

palace  I  could  see  the  distinct  trail  of  his  ®  accorrtpl^^^^^ 
^3>d  to  myself  softly  Dunodhana.  fCarna  ..opofGuru 

he  tnKe,„p  Hasenofear  I  moved  in  the  dnecn^j 

rona  s  thatched  hut  with  a  thoughtful  an  s  j  down  m 

s  '  single  knrandaia  birds  or  pairs  shniled  an  ^ded  on  v" 

""'s  in  small-sizcd  trees  Evening  iw.bghl  had  descen 
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four  quarters  I  kept  walking  towards  Guru  Drona’s  thatched  hut 
in  the  military  academy  The  road  had  many  twists  and  turns  Life 
also  IS  a  footpath  of  such  twists  and  turns— or  so  I  felt  Today’s 
special  turn  had  an  extraordinary  significance  in  my  life  For  the 
sake  of  Duryodhana  I  had  decided  to  go  to  Acharya  Drona  as  a 
disciple  It’s  absolutely  true  that  no  one  can  predict  who  will  meet 
who  at  what  turn  in  life — and  what  will  emerge  from  such  meeting 
is  an  even  more  difficult  task  Who  had  even  thought,  four  days 
ago,  that  Indra  would  meet  us  and  he  would  ask  for  the  skin- 
armour  and  flesh-ear-nngs  as  alms*^  Yet  that  is  exactly  what 
happened  And  that  was  the  starting-point  for  my  being  here  in 


front  of  Guru  Drona’s  thatched  hut 
Lost  in  thoughts,  I  amved  at  Guru  Drona’s  hut  The  calm 
twilight  pervaded  everywhere  Cnckets  chirped  in  the  chinks 


of 

of 


the  turrets  of  the  military  academy  A  few  straggly  birds  were 
returning  to  their  nests  'Hiere  was  total  silence  in  the  thatched 


hut  In  a  corner  of  the  hut  was  a  fire  pit,  and  sparks  from  it  were 
visible  through  the  thin  walls  1  waited  outside  for  some  time  I 


distinctly  recalled  the  day  of  the  tournament  That  life-hurting 
insult  rankled  in  some  part  of  my  mind,  and  now  it  began  slowly  to 
surface,  second  by  second  A  man  may  forget  his  moments  of  joy 
and  peace,  but  his  sorrows  and,  specially,  his  insults  he  cannot 


forget  even  if  he  tncs  very  hard  to  do  so  An  insulted  mind  means 


unending  torment  Was  I  really  going  to  the  same  Guru  Drona 


who,  perhaps  indeliberately,  had  systematically  humiliated  me  in 
front  of  the  entire  populace  of  Hastinapura*^  How  could  I  swallow 


my  pnde  and  put  on  a  false  smile'^  Chhee,  what  else  is  life  if  not  a 


couldn’t-care  less  boy*^  A  boy  who  plays  when  he  wants  with  the 
toy  he  has,  and  flings  it  aside  when  he  so  wishes  Exactly  the  way 
life  plays  with  a  person,  throwing  him  away  wherever  it  so  wishes 
Is  there  anyone  m  this  world  who  has  his  life-stnngs  completely  m 
his  hands'^  It  just  is  not  possible  Man  is  dependent,  but  one 
cannot  know  for  certain  on  whom  One  thing  is  sure — he  is  certain¬ 
ly  dependent  on  someone  Who  knows  who  twirls  this  man-shaped 
dolP  Neither  is  it  possible  to  know  why  this  ceaseless  activity  goes 
on  Is  this  what  is  known  as  life*^  It  must  be,  but  then  why  is  man  so 
obsessed  with  the  desire  to  live'>  Have  I  come  under  the  spell  of 
this  obsession  to  survive  and  so  amved  at  Guru  Drona’s  door'^  Ah’ 
I  have  not  come  for  myself  I  had  to  fuird  the  wish  of  my  closest 
friend  It  must  be  a  \ery  strange  person  indeed  who  lives  only  for 
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himself  I  was  happily  going  to  sacnfice  my  pnde  in  order  to  give 
happiness  to  someone  There  are  times  when  insult  has  to  be 
shelved  If  that  is  not  possible^  it  has  to  be  temporarily  swallowed 
My  mind  made  up,  I  pushed  open  the  door  of  the  thatched  hut 
with  my  left  hand  and  set  foot  inside  This  was  the  first  time  I  had 
entered  the  thatched  hut 

Guru  Drona  was  sitting  serenely  in  the  lotus  posture  on  a  tiger- 
skm  Hearing  my  footsteps  and  the  creak  of  the  door,  he  slowly 
opened  his  eyes  I  stepped  forward  quickly  and  did  obeisance  o 
matter  what,  he  was  going  to  be  my  Guru 
“Who  IS  It’”  he  asked,  raising  his  neck,  because  the  light  trom 
the  clay  lamp  on  the  floor  was  insufficient  to  reveal  my  ace 
“I  am  Kama,”  I  replied,  my  hands  folded,  my  head 
There  was  intense  anguish  within  me — an  anguish  of  circums  anc 
created  helplessness  that  life  had  confronted  me  with 


“Kama’  At  this  strange  hour’”  ,  .  , 

“I  am  eager  to  learn  the  secret  of  the  Brahma-missi 
be  your  disciple  in  order  to  do  so  ”  „  .  ,  -„i„  Or 

‘The  Brahma-missile’  This  secret  is  f°'' Ld 
don’t  you  know’"  The  sparks  in  the  fire-pit  facing 
“I  am  now  a  Kshatriya  I  am  the  crowned  Raja  of  A"ga  '  f 
world-conquest  to  my  credit  Gurudeva,  I  have  give 
my  skin-armour  and  flesh-ear-rings  to  Indra 

“You  are  not  a  Kshatriya  What  gives  ^ou  'ho  "gn^ 
yourself  a  Kshatnya  just  because  you  happe^ 

Anga’  An  ass  doesn't  become  a  tiger  by  s  g 

“All  the  citizens  accept  me  now  as  a  1^'batriya  y 
because  I  am  a  world  conqueror  I  am  respected  as 


Chanties  ”  _nlv  the  royal 

“They  don’t  think  much  of  yo**’ ,n  Durjodhana’s 
power  of  Duryodhana  You  may  be  K  X  a 

eyes  But  in  the  eyes  of  the  world,  you  a  beat  is  a 

charioteer— a  low  person,  a  trivial  pemon  jungle  You 

village  should  not  try  to  be  the  equal  of  the  g 

80  ”  ^  _  ...  _  -near  Mj  mind 

Every  single  word  of  his  stabbed  m  und  who 

agonised  as  if  beaten  by  a  thorny  sticK 

the  dog’  What  is  the  test’  Birth,  that  s  a  trample 

people  are  these  Haunters  of  high  familj  Hags  going 
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under  their  feet’’  My  veins  throbbed  and  glowed  But,  controlling 
myself,  I  said,  “I  am  the  son  of  a  charioteer  Is  that  my  fault’’  Can 
anyone  decide  which  family  to  be  born  in’’  I  will  always  sit  at  your 
feet  For  the  sake  of  the  Brahma-missile,  I  will  do  whatever  feat 
you  order  me  to  I  will  serve  you  as  a  disciple  should  " 

“You  are  the  son  of  a  charioteer  To  give  you  the  Brahma- 
missile  IS  like  placing  a  flaming  torch  m  the  hands  of  a  monkey 
He  closed  his  eyes  again 

His  arrogant,  cruel  words  splintered  my  heart  I  would  not  have 
felt  such  unbearable  anguish,  such  torture  even  if  someone  had 
decapitated  me  with  a  stroke  of  a  sword  Patience  must  indeed  be 
a  noble  virtue,  but  is  not  helpless  silence  an  ignoble  quality’’  The 
veins  on  my  inflamed  head  swelled  Fire  pits  flamed  out  of  my 
eyes  Gathering  all  my  energies,  I  shouted  wildly,  “Guru  Drona, 
who  are  you  saying  all  this  to’’  I  am  a  charioteer’s  son  Is  that  all 
you  want  to  proclaim  again  and  again’  Then  I  will  also  from  today 
scream  to  the  world,  T  am  a  charioteer’s  son  1  am  a  charioteer’s 
son  Birth  is  an  accident  of  destiny  But  effort  is  m  my  hands — in 
my  hands  ’  I  have  no  need  of  your  Brahma-missile  Should  I  ever 
need  it,  1  will  obtain  it  as  the  son  of  a  charioteer,  without  your 
help,  on  my  own  ’’ 

Kicking  open  the  door  of  the  thatched  hut,  1  emerged  in  the 
open,  sick  at  heart  Ashvatthaman  was  standing  outside,  from  I 
don’t  know  when  He  must  have  overheard  our  heart-rending 
exchange  He  spread  out  both  arms  to  stop  me  I  jerked  them 
aside  Now  now  I  was  in  no  mood  to  listen  to  the  wise  remarks 


of  anyone 

“Kama,  wait'  Wait,  Kama'*  he  shouted  in  a  hurt  tone  Only  the 
sound  penetrated  my  ears,  not  his  meaning  Insult'  Insult'  Insult' 
My  mind  was  full  of  indignation  Was  my  life  only  fit  for  insults’’ 
Kama,  son  of  a  charioteer,  son  of  a  charioteer’’ — by  branding 
you  in  this  way,  was  the  world  going  to  destroy  your  life  itselP  Did 
>ou  take  birth  merely  to  be  the  butt  of  “charioteer’s  son,  chario¬ 
teer  s  son"’’  Ah'  If  I  indeed  am  a  chanoteer’s  son,  why  do  these 
words  pierce  me  like  arrows  in  my  heart’’  I  had  endured  insult 
once  How  did  the  world  evaluate  that’’  Does  the  world  have  the 
impression  lint  1  can  be  branded  anything  any  time  it  wishes’’ 
Wh.ii  indeed  does  the  world  think  me  as’’  He’s  low  He’s  despic¬ 
able  1  l^e  has  not  a  shred  of  self-respect  He  has  no  standing  of  h.s 
own  lint  swtnt  tiles  •’ll  think  of  me.  do  they’’ Countless  chariot- 
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questions  cnss-crossed  my  mind  The  blood  in  my  body  boiled 
With  the  arrows  still  in  my  heart,  numbed,  I  hurried  to  the  palace 
like  a  black  stag  Darkness  all  around  A  darkness  that  devoured 
all  faith  and  hope  A  darkness  of  doom,  the  remnant  of  a  radiance¬ 
consuming  end-of-the-world  blackness  The  darkness  of  doom  that 
took  the  black  needles  of  Kala  in  its  fingers  and  stitched  blackness 
with  black  threads  on  a  black  cloth  My  heart  was  filled  with  insult 
All  around  me  was  pitch  dark  Darkness  and  insult  Insult  and 
darkness  I  felt  suffocated  The  crickets,  assistants  to  the  black 


Emperor  of  night,  shrilled  with  all  their  energy  Black,  horrnedous 
creatures  Filthy  insects  They  also  were  needling  me  with  cries  of 
“Son  of  a  charioteer'  Son  of  a  a  charioteer'”  Had  the  world  really 
turned  upside  down  today’  Had  everyone  decided  to  taunt 
Kama’  When  does  insult  end’  It  ends  the  moment  it  is  endured 
The  man  who  once  endures  insult  for  any  reason  succeeds  in  laying 
the  groundwork  of  his  own  living  death  No  matter  how 
nountains  of  achievement  he  climbs,  in  the  eyes  of  t**^  '* 

rating  remains  zero  The  world  looks  at  him  with  indifferent  ana 
supercilious  eyes  Ah'  Where  could  I  go’  What  should  ° 
could  I  unburden  this  heart-burning  pain  to’  Insult  . 

Insult  at  every  step'  How  could  I  have  endured  it  till  a° 
really  alive — or  had  I  indeed  become  a  ghost’  From  a 
demeaning  words  and  thoughts  rained  on  my  hea  y 
grieving  My  head  was  numb  No  way  out  seeme  j 

see  nothing  in  front  of  me  I  had  no  desire  to  loo  a 
Was  like  a  man  in  flaming  clothes  running  blindly  a  e  ^ 

Was  on  fire  My  birth  was  making  me  helpless--  ^  I 

charioteer  Why  was  I  born  a  chanoteer’s  son  Ben 
had  not  been  born  at  all  Arre,  what  kind  of  life  wus 
cd  with  condemnation’  If  the  Creator  *’^‘1  d.d  i  hase 

wouldn’t  life  and  history  all  have  remained  blank  v  y  ^ 

Jo  take  birth  in  a  charioteer’s  home’  Very  we  ,  '  . 

Then  why  am  I  attracted  to  the  military  wopo  of 

interested  m  equestrian  matters’  Why  was  f  j,||  places’ 

Anga?  And  why  did  I  have  to  come  to  Hastin  p  and 

'Irre,  is  this  a  city  for  heroes’  Is  this  a  city  eldcrl)  bull 

ohcrishes  justice’  What  now  could  I  cjtpect  “  o„nd  of  a 

like  Guru  Drona’  What  wisdom  can  the  .  cpiniofTime 
man— a  man  who  has  been  battered  by  Ka  a  d  all  these 

il'cir— give  to  the  world’  From  my  boding  min  P 
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flaming  thoughts  I  crunched  the  pebbles  underfoot  and  continued 
to  stride  to  the  palace  I  was  no  world-conqueror,  not  even  an  all- 
respected  warnor  I  was  only  a  son  of  a  charioteer,  just  that  and  no 
more,  I  was  like  the  dust  under  the  wheels  of  a  chariot 
The  Ashvatthaman  who  had  so  sweetly  compared  life  to  a 
celestial  fruit  now  appeared  to  me  to  be  no  better  than  a  fool  How 
can  life  ever  be  a  divine  fruit‘d  Also,  as  I  always  used  to  tell  him,  it 
isn’t  a  battlefield  either,  because  on  a  field  of  battle  the  only  pnzed 
quality  is  merit  Crazy  Ashvatthaman’  As  you  say,  life  is  certainly 
not  like  a  dewdrop,  it’s  a  forest  fire  which  can  be  sparked  off  by 
anyone  at  any  time,  which  reduces  to  ashes  someone  or  other,  and 
which  sooner  or  later  extinguishes  by  itself  It’s  that  forest-fire 
which  is  burning  me  today  Just  because  my  body  does  not  have 
skin-armour  and  flesh-ear-rings  any  more,  does  that  mean  it  will 
become  ashes'^  No,  it  cannot  be  I  refuse  to  be  ashed,  I  refuse  to  be 
annihilated  I  will  obtain  the  Brahma-missiIe 
Like  agitated  thrushes  pecking  at  a  snake,  a  cyclone  of  feelings 
and  thoughts  assaulted  me  Such  was  my  agitation  when  1  reached 
the  palace  gate  Duryodhana  was  there,  waiting  for  me  Seeing 
him,  I  felt  numb  What  was  I  going  to  report  to  him*^  He  stopped 
me  and  asked  impatiently,  “What  happened,  Karna'^  Back  so 
soon*? 

“King,  an  Aryan  lady  never  utters  the  fact  of  her  own  widow¬ 
hood  A  soldier  never  confesses  his  own  humiliation  Please  let  me 
pass  ’’  I  jerked  his  hand  away  1  had  no  feelings  for  anyone  today 
Like  a  piece  of  dry  straw  in  the  eye  of  a  whirlpool,  my  mind  kept 
swirling  endlessly  around  one  idea  Son  of  a  charioteer’  Insult’ 
Effort  the  test  of  ment*^ 

Insult'  Kama,  who  insulted  a  brave  world-conquering  warrior 
like  you,  and  why*^’’  He  held  me  tightly  by  my  arm  and  shook  me 
as  he  said  this,  his  eyebrows  lifted  sharply 
“The  most  respectworthy  Guru  of  the  Kauravas  Acharya 
Drona  himself  How  and  why  don’t  ask  me  I  feel  suffocated  by 
the  bitter  truths  of  life  Please  leave  me  to  myself  for  a  while  ’’  I 
released  myself  from  his  gripping  fingers 
“I  can  sense  your  bitterness  But  what  good  will  sulking  do’ 
Acharya  Drona  has  insulted  you  over  the  Brahma-missile,  and  you 
will  have  to  revenge  the  insult  by  obtaining  the  Brahma-missile 
Keep  in  mind,  Kama  will  be  Kama  only  when  that  happens  ’’  He 
said  this,  taking  my  hand  in  his 


The  Death  Conqueror 


531 


“I  am  certainly  going  to  get  the  missile  I  will  go  , 

Bhagavan  Parashurama  on  Mahendra  mountain  for  it,  " 
stop  me  now  even  for  an  instant  I  don’t  have  words  to  escn  y 
mental  anguish  Let  me  go  ”  I  pulled  my  hand  free  an  P 
palace  stairs,  my  shawl  slipping  from  my  shoulder  an  a 
the  steps  as  I  did  so  I  did  not  have  the  desire  even  o  P 
My  inflamed  soles  felt  the  cold  stairs  acutely,  an  ,  , 

ily  soothed  by  their  cool  touch  But  my  flaming  mi 
flaming,  but  thudding — how  would  that  be  calme 
console  that''  ,  .  ,„,„i  oinne- 

I  entered  my  room  and  closed  the  door  1  wan 
ness  Only  aloneness  could  calm  me  But  wou  shattered 

peace-'  In  fact,  the  health  of  an  insulted  inind  ^ 

by  aloneness  Every  second  the  sticks  °  J  discombobu 

beat  on  the  drum  of  my  agitated  n""'’’  ®  j  g,  from  this 

lated  me  Only  one  conclusion  was  definitely  arriveu^^^^^^ 
welter  of  thoughts  and  feeling^the  Brahma- 

Mahendra  mountain'  Bhagavan  Parashu  gjahma  missile' 
missile'  Kama,  the  successful  obtainer  oi  ^  successful  son 
Kama  full  of  shakti'  Son  of  a  charioteer,  y®  ' ,  ,  ^arna' 

of  a  charioteer  called  Kama'  Parashuram 

3 

The  next  day,  I  left  Hastinapura  in  my  mind 

Shon;  as  1  galloped  away  on  Va^J't.  ‘  was  he''  From 

revolved  around  Parashurama  fr,„htening  pets®"  " 

u^A  TM*.  hi»  seemed  to  be  a  &  _  ysual 


descnptions  Sn  Krishna  had  killed  his  ^wn  mother 

was  an  oppressor  But  Parashurania  a  ,,  He  was  I  c 

Renuka  simply  because  his  father  ha  w,pe  ou 

Guru  in  archery  of  Grandsire  „  twentyone  occasion 

the  hundred  sons  of  Kartavirya  end,  after 

easily  vanquished  the  Haibaya  raja  *,uefeetofhisGi*t^’ 

feats,  he  flung  the  conquered  kingdom  a  he  ,o  th 

Kashyapa.  as  if  i.  were  a  mere  “"^an  whose  ser)  name 

Mahendra  mountain  I  was  going  to  ^  reconsiruo 

sent  shudders  up  all  spines  My  j  M>  horse  gallope 

imaginatively,  but  no  clear  outline  cm  B 
Ihc  direction  of  Mahendra 
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1  took  no  companion  with  me  because  the  roads  I  was  travelling 
on  had  already  been  covered  by  me  during  the  world-conquering 
campaign  The  territory  to  be  traversed  included  the  kingdoms  of 
Panchala,  Kashi,  Eastern  Dasharna,  and  some  others  I  had  no 
desire  to  halt  in  any  of  their  capitals  1  had  made  up  my  mind  that  I 
would  rest  briefly  in  convenient  temples  and  proceed  as  quickly  as 
possible  to  the  Mahendra  mountain  The  fact  that  the  Mahcndra 
mountain  happened  to  be  in  the  kingdom  of  Kalinga  made  the 
problem  a  little  knotty  for  me  All  the  citizens  there,  including 
Raja  Bhanumat,  knew  me  well  and  could  recognise  me  So  I 
decided  to  enter  their  kingdom  under  cover  of  night  It  was  not 
possible  for  me  to  climb  up  the  Mahendra  mountain  without 
leaving  Vayujit  in  the  hands  of  someone  1  could  trust 
Planning  my  journey  in  this  manner,  I  reached  Panchala  I 
wanted  to  visit  Sudamana’s  samadhi  on  the  bank  of  the  Ganga 
near  the  city  of  Kampilya  But  what  if  1  was  spotted  there‘s  The 
news  would  travel  to  Raja  Drupada,  and  further  travel  for  me 
would  stop  I  had  no  time  for  his  welcome  and  hospitality  I  was  in 
a  hurry  to  reach  the  Mahendra  mountain,  I  was  bent  on  obtaining 
the  Brahma  missile  So  I  would  slip  into  and  out  of  Panchala 
unnoticed  I  noticed  that  some  Panchala  citizens  were  gazing 
curiously  at  me  But  seeing  my  lobe  less  ears,  they  shook  their 
heads  mystified  I  had  anticipated  that  my  royal  robes  would 
attract  attention  and  had  exchanged  them  with  an  ascetic’s  garb 
Handing  me  his  saffron  garb,  he  had  said,  ‘God  has  sent  you  to  me 
to  find  out  if  I  still  have  any  attachment  to  this  garb  of  mine  Take 
It— and  offer  your  rich  royal  robe  to  the  Ganga  Go'  ’  He  tied  his 
begging  bag  around  his  waist  to  cover  his  nakedness,  and  gave  me 
his  saffron  garb  As  I  put  it  on,  my  mind  filled  with  thoughts  of  his 
selfless  nobihty  I  honoured  his  request  by  offering  my  royal  robe 
to  the  Ganga  at  the  time  of  leaving  Kampilya  I  had  no  misgivings 
of  any  kind,  no  agitation  I  had  a  saffron  dress  on  Above  me  a 
blue  sky  In  front,  the  road  to  Mahendra 

Leaving  Kampilya  behind,  I  took  the  road  to  Kashi  I  was  no 
more  the  world  conquering  general,  I  did  not  have  lakhs  and  lakhs 
of  soldiers  under  my  command,  no  trumpeting  and  neighing 
divisions  of  elephants  and  horses,  not  even  my  heavy  skin  armour 
and  flesh  ear-rings  I  had  only  the  saffron  garb  A  calm  mind 
And  above  my  head,  the  blue  sky 
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I  arrived  m  Prayaga,  in  the  kingdom  of  Kashi— the  ci  y 
Vrishali  But  I  was  not  going  to  enter  the  city  I  led  Va^ji 
drink  at  the  confluence  of  the  Ganga,  the  Yamuna  and  the  at  y 
While  returning,  Vayujit  stopped  exactly  at  the  spot  w  ere 
met  Vrishah  No  Vnshah  there,  no  Shon,  no  broken  P°  . 
strange,  unfamiliar  unease  which  I  felt  the  first  time  saw 
also  vanished  Everything  was  absolutely  still  and  ca  m  . 
thought  flashed  through  my  mind  in  sharp  reproac 
shard  of  Vrishali’s  shattered  pot,  I  would  have  rep  ace 
the  same  spot  I  had  picked  it  up,  after  pranama  ing 
confluence  of  the  rivers  memones 

1  tried  in  vain  to  close  all  the  doors  of  so  ,1,, 

Battling  with  them,  I  departed  from  the  kingdom  ° 

Leaving  behind  Eastern  Dasharna,  I  came  to  *  ^  the 

situated  on  the  shores  of  the  eastern  ocean,  an 
Mahanadi  nver  It  was  the  birthplace  of  Leaving  the 

reason  I  should  have  been  drawn  to  it  but  1  reached  the 

entire  city  on  one  side,  I  took  the  adjacent  roa  ued  at  the 
lower  slopes  of  Mahendra  mountain  My  thoughts 

darshan  of  its  sky-blue  peak.  The  bubbling  tournament 

ceased  Now  I  would  have  to  forget  .(j.eonquest,  the 

arena,  the  svayamvara,  the  dice-game,  the  *  j  ^lade  up 

chanty  offerings,  the  skin-armour  and  fles  van  Parashu- 

my  mind  to  forget,  because  I  had  to  approac  ^  ,_,bly,  I  deter- 
rama’s  ashram  as  a  disciple  With  this  mission, 
mined  to  ascend  the  Mahendra  mountain  shoulder  and  I 

I  saw  a  peasant  approaching  with  a  ploug  solved 

Piought  happily  that  the  Vayujit  problOT  y'  land  at  the 

That  hard-working  peasant  who  lived  by  1  j^v  keeping  an  eye 
foothills  would  be  idLl  to  take  care  of  Vayuj  by 
while  Vayujit  champed  the  nearby  grassy  1  j  return'’ 

“Fnend  could  you  please  look  after  my  Vayujit  *  "hi'c 

stopped  him  and  asked,  as  1  patted  Vayuji  s 
tttched  back  shivered,  his  bushy  tail  *book  parb  and 

Who  are  you'’”  asked  the  peasant,  cyi  g 
otutilated  ears  „„.,sc  me  later  by  my 

■>  am  Vaikartana  You  will  easily  recog  ^ 

sliced  ear-lobes  ”  look  after  him  ' 

Are  you  a  sannyasi'’  Give  me  the  b°tsc  l^jal,  sine 

Vayujit’s  rems  I  patted  twice  the  b«^  “hrough  his  mane 
b”mlcd  beast  I  felt  a  pang  as  I  ran  my  hanu 
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“Go  And  be  happy  ”  1  took  leave  of  Vayujit. 

I  began  my  steep  ascent  of  Mahendra  as  the  long  rays  of  the 
setting  sun  touched  the  mountain  Eager  to  return  to  their  nests, 
flocks  of  chittar,  saranga,  latavaka,  chandola,  chakravaka,  and 
other  birds  fluttered  noisily  towards  clamps  of  sal,  kimshuka, 
punnaga,  tamal,  satona,  dandant  and  other  trees.  Cowherds 
played  on  bamboo  flutes  in  rhythm  to  the  tinkling  neck-bells  of  the 
cows  as  they  guided  the  herd  back  after  a  day-long  grazing  in  the 
slope  pastures  All  animate  and  inanimate  life  was  yearning  for 
rest 

‘  Wait,  sannyasd”  I  stopped,  hearing  the  shout  from  behind  me 
Dressed  in  saffron  like  me,  1  saw  a  human  figure  shuffling  slowly 
towards  me 

“Where  are  you  going'^*'  the  figure  asked,  coming  near.  It  must 
be  a  disciple  of  the  ashram,  1  thought  He  looked  a  little  older  than 
me 

“To  Bhagavan  Parashurama’s  ashram,”  1  replied,  surpnsed, 
without  being  introduced 

“1  am  going  there  too  I  am  his  disciple  My  name  is  Akntav- 
rana  Come,  we’ll  go  together  ”  He  said  this,  looking  at  my  ears 
We  began  the  climb  together 

‘‘What  brings  you  to  our  ashram‘s  A  darshan  of  Bhagavan*^”  he 
asked  as  he  climbed 

“No,  not  darshan  only  I  wish  to  study  under  hint  J  want  to  be 
his  disciple  ” 

"Disciple‘s  You  are  a  Brahmin,  is  th^t  so*^  If  is  Bhagavan’s 
principle  that  he  accepts  as  disciple  no  one  who  is  not  a  BrahihU* 
But  what  learning  do  you  wish  to  acquire*^” 

The  Brahma-missile,”  1  replied  But  I  w^s  thinking,  Am  i 
going  to  be  disappointed'^  I  was  not  a  Brahmm’s  son 

The  Brahma-missile>  So  it’s  certain  th^t  you  are  a  Brahmin’s 
son  It  was  pointless  of  me  to  even  ask  ypq  But  but  why  nr® 
your  ear-lobes  sliced  ofP”  he  asked  agaip 
For  a  moment  it  occurred  to  me  that  J  should  leave  him  nnd 
hurry  down  the  slope,  mount  Vayujit  and  ride  straight  hack  to 
Hastinapura  But  but  it  was  inconceivable  that  I  should  return 
to  Hastinapura  without  the  Brahma-missile 
“I  have  donated  my  ear-flesh  as  alms  to  a  mendicant  m  order  to 
plug  the  massive  entrance  of  heaven  ”  I  had  to  reply,  so  I  rcphed 
“I  don’t  see  your  meaning,”  he  said,  surpnsed 
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“Naturally  you  cannot  ”  I  couldn’t  satisfy  him  any  u  er 
if  Bhagavan  Parashurama  asked  me’’  What  Brahmin 
born  into’’  I  hunted  for  an  answer  But  nothing  , 

Circumstances  had  made  me  say  wild  and  wicked  t  mgs ' 
a  weak,  helpless  woman,  now  circumstances  were  in 
commit  the  additional  sm  of  lying  Should  I  ‘  t.f,t,with 
Parashurama  and  speak  an  untruth,  or  should  I  re  .ujen, 
emptyhanded  by  the  same  road  that  I  came?  Again, 
again,  a  dilemma,  again,  a  life-upsetting  as  alms 

The  merit  of  giving  my  skin  armour  and  fl  untruth  to 

to  Indra  was  going  to  be  cancelled  by  my  spea  mg 
Bhagavan  Parashurama  1  would  remain  the  son  o 
which  IS  what  I  was  These  thoughts  fell  on  "  nQ^back'’ 
cataracts  on  the  Mahendra  mountain  What  shou 

Yes,  1  would  go  back  .  ,  Akntavrana 

“About  time  I  went  back'”  I  stopped  and  stunned  Aknt 

with  this  remark  ,,on’s  courage  if 

‘  Why’’  Lost  your  nerve’’  You  have  p,(j  you  think 

you  wish  to  enter  Bhagavan  Parashurama  s  as  ^  I, be  that 

you  could  enter  here  with  just  that  roly-p®  ^  .b,;  fearlesslyi 

of  a  young  rishi  of  the  Bhngu  clan  He  could  say 
because  he  was  an  inmate-disciple  of  the  as  ^  return 

“The  Bhngu  clan'  Lion’s  courage'’  j^r  ,tself  that  even 

Without  the  Brahma  missile  The  world  will  se  i  of 

the  son  of  a  chanoteer  has  the  streng  ^  pjovancat- 

Parashurama  What  can  irascible  .jbes  will  proclaim 

ing  Kama’’  Reduce  him  to  ashes’’  B"' '^M,.%rahma  missde  and 
that  a  son  of  a  charioteer  yearned  for  tn  o,j,  niino 

succeeded  in  breaking  Parashurama  s  vow  ascent 

advised  me  not  to  go  ahead,  but  I  P'O  ,  antecedents. 

Should  Parashurama  enquire  about  j  decided  I  wou 

'^ould  reply,  “Bhngu  ”  If  he  asked  my  ’ 
reply,  “Bhargava  ”  was 

White  m  the  moonlit  night,  even  the  tnuonl  g 

'he  roars  of  ravenous  beasts  of  pmy 

to  shudder  uotrhed  hut 

Both  of  us  stopped  m  front  of  t^  I  ^v-ram  consisted  of '  ^ 

^e  best  pan  of  night  was  over  The  a  proicction. 

'"tge  and  small  thatched  huts  All  '"““f  ’  ^  very  centre 
r>ng  of  thick  clustering  thorny  creepe 
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magnificent  yajna-pit,  visible  from  all  sides  I  had  seen  many 
sacrificial  pits  but  never  one  so  wonderful  In  one  comer  was  a 
long  cow-shed  in  which  cows  were  peacefully  chewing  the  cud  after 
their  daylong  grazing  on  the  slopes  of  Mahendra  The  eerie  still¬ 
ness  was  occasionally  pierced  by  the  tinklings  of  their  neck-bells 
The  thatched  huts  looked  like  a  herd  of  elephants  resting  with  feet 
tucked  under  There  was  not  even  a  sign  of  a  lamp  anywhere 
because  all  the  ashram  pupils  were  fast  asleep  The  Supreme  Being 
of  the  sky  was  pounng  silver  rasa  from  the  moon-jar  on  the  limbs 
of  Lady  Earth  In  the  refuse  lying  on  the  boundary  of  the  ashram, 
on  all  sides,  crickets  kept  up  an  incessant  chirping 
Sparks  could  be  clearly  seen,  spluttering  in  the  fire-pit  of  one 
thatched  hut  Mumbled  mantras  could  be  heard ,  as  if  someone  was 
chanting  It  was  midnight,  yet  someone  was  still  awake,  meditating 
deeply 

“Who  IS  in  that  hut  there‘s”  I  asked  as  1  followed  Akntavrana 
inside  his  hut 

“Bhagavan  Tomorrow  is  the  full  moon  In  order  to  fulfil  his 
Varuna-vow,  he  has  to  continuously  chant  m  the  ritual  manner  the 
Gayatn  sloka  of  the  Savitn  mantra  on  the  mght  before  every  full- 
moon  and  amavasya  After  which,  he  descends  the  Mahendra 
mountain  and  enters  the  kingdom  of  Kalinga  All  day  long  he 
stands  waist-deep  in  the  foaming  waters  of  the  eastern  ocean  and 
otters  urghya-homage  to  the  Sup  The  people  of  Kalinga  flocV 
every  full  moon  and  amavasya  to  the  shores  of  the  ocean  m  order 
to  have  his  darshan  I  also  have  accompanied  him  many  times  to 
the  ocean  You  will  also  have  occasion  to  do  ^o  ’’  Akntavrana 
spread  two  grass  mats  on  the  floor,  and  arranged  two  blankets  on 
them 

Satyasena,  Shon,  Ashvatthaman,  Duryodhana,  and  m^ny 
others  had  entered  the  orbit  of  my  life  And  now  Akntavrana  as 
well  After  the  meal,  as  1  relaxed  on  the  grass  mat,  one  thought 
raced  in  my  mind  What  if  Bhagavan  Pgrashurama  asked  me, 
tomorrow  itself,  to  accompany  him  to  the  kingdom  of  Kalinga*^ 
What  would  I  tel!  him'^  All  the  Kalinga  cjtizens  knew  pie  well, 
Ho\^  could  1  go  with  him  to  Kalinga'^  Worrying  over  this,  I  fell 
asleep  Never  had  I  slept  so  peacefully  in  my  palace  as  I  slept  that 
I  fipit  night  in  the  ashram  of  Bhagavan  Parashurama 
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The  day  dawned  “Om  Isa  vasyamidam  sarvam  “Om'  All 
this  IS  swaddled  by  the  glory  of  the  Lord  '  I  woke  to  the  sweet 
sound  of  prayer  from  the  lips  of  disciples  Finishing  my  ablutions,  I 
stood  along  with  the  others  in  a  row  in  front  of  Bhagavan  Parashu- 
rama  s  hut  The  sun  rose,  and  thick-bearded  Bhagavan  Parashu- 
rama  emerged  from  his  hut  like  a  thick-maned  hon  from  a  cave 
The  sharp  blade  of  his  shoulder-borne  axe  flashed  in  the  sun  I  had 
seen  any  number  of  nshis  at  chanties  and  world-conquests  At  the 
time  of  the  Rajasuya  sacrifice  of  the  Pandavas,  J  had  come  across 
such  illustrious  penance-doers  as  Dhaumya,  Dhananjaya, 
Sandipani,  Kanva,  and  Brahmagargya  I  had  also  met  the  easily 
angered  rishi  Durvasas  But  this  was  the  first  time  I  was  seeing  an 
impressive  pitch-black,  thick-bearded,  axe-carrying  nshi  It 
seemed  to  me  that  matted-haired,  bearded  Shiva  had  forsaken 
Mount  Kailasa  and  emerged  from  that  thatched  hut  Shiva,  it 
seemed,  had  removed  his  crescent  moon  from  his  head,  fixed  it  in 
his  trident,  and  slung  it  on  his  massive,  musucJar  shoulder  as  one 
would  an  axe  His  eyes  were  blazing  as  if  they  could  consume  the 
universe  They  were  very  like  the  eyes  of  Sn  Krishna 
He  walked  with  slow  steps  towards  the  eastern  ocean  His 
devoted  disciples  threw  flowers  as  anjali  offerings  at  his  feet  and 
prostrated  themselves  full  length  before  him  I  was  the  last  in  the 
line 

I  touched  his  feet  and  took  the  dust  to  my  forehead  I  felt 
uplifted  that  moment 

“Who  are  you?”  His  voice  had  the  timbre  of  mace  striking  mace 
“I  I  am  Bhargava  of  the  Bhngu  clan  ”  Ashamed,  my  con¬ 
science  felt  as  blackened  as  a  blood-drenched  hand  crushed  under 
a  chariot-wheel  In  some  comer  somewhere  a  truth-loving  Kama 
was  in  turmoil 
“What  brings  you  here?” 

“To  learn  the  secret  of  the  Brahma-missrle  ” 

Looking  fixedly  and  surprisedly  at  me  for  a  long  time,  Gurudeva 
knitted  his  eyebrows  Still  gazing  sharply  at  me,  he  said  after  a  few 
seconds  “You  must  learn  to  observe  ashram  discipline  strictly 
Can  you  do  so‘>“ 

“Whatever  you  desire,  Gurudeva  ” 
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“Very  well  Go  Wash  your  dirty  clothes,  and  be  ready  When  I 
return,  I  will  teach  you  the  preliminary  invocatory  mantras  of  the 
Brahma-missile  ” 

Jamadagm’s  son,  massive*bodied  Parashurama  stepped  with 
grave  dignity  out  of  the  ashram  His  glinting  axe  slowly  dis¬ 
appeared  from  view  Akntavrana  accompanied  him  Seeing  his 
back,  in  some  corner  of  my  mind  there  entered  an  apprehension  of 
defeat  and  loss  for  the  first  time  in  my  life  Some  terrible  mistake 
had  been  made  I  felt  my  life  was  proceeding  awry,  like  a  serpent- 
arrow 

5 


One  by  one  the  days  kept  passing  by  The  transition  into  the  life¬ 
style  of  the  ashram’s  pupils  was  quicker  than  getting  used  to  the  life 
style  of  the  palace  warriors  I  wasn’t  distracted  by  anyone  s 
memories  any  more  I  had  learnt  by  heart  more  than  half  of  the 
maha  mantra  of  the  Brahma  missile  h  could  be  as  a  result  of  this 
that  my  mind  relaxed  It  never  even  occurred  to  me  that  I  should 
return  to  the  palace  My  time  passed  happily  m  the  company  of 
countless  fellow-students  striving  hard  for  religious  salvation  And 
the  companionship  of  Akntavrana  always  reminded  me  of  Ashvat- 
thaman  He  had  assiduously  studied  life  in  all  Us  aspects  Listening 
to  him  I  lost  all  sense  of  the  passing  of  time 

One  day  at  the  end  of  each  month  was  reserved  for  a  question- 
and-answer  session  with  Gurudeva  It  is  not  always  possible  for  a 
man  to  solve  all  his  problems  all  by  himself  as  he  walks  on  the  path 
of  life  Many  indeed  were  the  topics  that  were  discussed  on  that 
day.  many  perplexities  presented 

In  fact,  a  lot  that  I  had  learnt  so  far  was  made  clear  to  me  during 
these  sessions  During  one  such  session  1  asked  Bhagavan  Parashu 
ramd  ‘  Bhagavan,  what  is  the  highest  joy  of  alP  ’ 

‘'Why  don’t  you  tell  me  first‘s  ’  he  countered 
“Alms  giving  ’  In  front  of  me  was  the  example  of  my  skm- 
armour  and  flesh  car-rings 

*  No  In  alms  giving  also  there  remains  that  touch  of  egoism  that 
sa>s.  *I  did  the  giving*  So.  it  is  important  to  keep  in  mind,  from  the 
>cry  beginning,  what  is  best  Bhargava,  what  is  the  highest 
mountain  in  the  world*’" 

“The  Himalayas  Gurudeva,"  I  replied 
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“No  The  mountains  of  the  mind  are  the  highest  in  the  world 
Compared  to  the  reaches  of  the  mind,  the  Himalayas  are  puny 
That  IS  why  the  mind  must  be  absolutely  firm  A  firm  mind  can  be 
established  only  in  a  strong  body  Only  the  strong  can  experience 
the  highest  joy  The  weak  have  neither  joy,  nor  contentment,  nor 
freedom  That  is  why  there  is  provision  for  training  in  weapons  of 
war  in  my  ashram  The  knowledge  provided  is  not  for  the  destruct¬ 
ion  of  mankind,  but  to  battle  against  the  cruel  obstacles  that  are 
placed  in  the  path  of  human  progress  I  am  instructing  you  in  the 
secret  of  the  Brahma-missile  for  (he  same  reason  “ 

“Gurudeva,  what  is  the  purpose  of  human  existence‘s  To  live  on 
and  on  for  crores  of  years'^  Surely  not  I  want  to  know  the  supreme 
and  ultimate  joy  of  life  Is  the  joy  (hat  you  descnbe  the  ultimate 
joy  of  the  mind?” 

“No  There  is  an  even  higher  joy.  A  joy  that’s  not  merely  the 
ultimate,  but  also  single,  continuous,  seamless  It’s  the  jOy  of  the 
atman  that  sits  ensconced  in  the  innermost  heart  of  the  mind  Who 
are  we'^  Why  have  we  come  into  this  earth‘>  Where  are  we  going*^ 
In  what  cosmic  thread  is  this  simultaneously  moving  and  unmoving 
universe  sewn*^  Why  do  the  pretty  calves  and  heifers  of  the  ashram 
frisk  as  they  do?  Though  they  live  for  only  a  day,  why  do  the 
flowers  swing  and  sway  and  smile  on  the  creepers?  Why  do  clouds 
reverberate*^  Why  does  the  wind  blow?  How  does  it  rain‘d  How 
does  each  single  unit  of  the  entire  universe  throb  with  the  cosmic 
consciousness  that  pervades  all?  From  what  source  of  energy 
comes  the  destructless  fire  that  provides  the  spark  of  life  to  all*^  To 
know  this,  to  see  this,  there  exists  a  marveJloussIeeping  eye  m  our 
body  It  IS  called  the  atman  When  we  decide  to  open  this  eye  to 
the  world  around  this  world,  all  problems  vanish,  and  the  entire 
universe  becomes  an  experience  of  oneness  Even  the  knowledge 
of  a  fearful  impending  calamity  is  then  unable  to  bring  us  grief 
Nothing  remains— not  even  the  illusory  joy  of  seeing  the  fabricat¬ 
ion  of  the  entire  cosmic  structure  All  that  remains  is  light,  dazz¬ 
ling  light  like  that  of  the  sun  That  is  why  the  joy  of  the  atman  is 
the  ultimate  joy  ”  He  shut  his  large  eyes  completely,  as  if  he  was 
intensely  desirous  of  entering  that  glonous  dazzle  I  knew  very 
well  that  shutting  his  eyes  meant  an  end  to  the  questioning 

All  present  folded  their  palms  “Om  /sa  vasyam  idam  "  The 
deep  echoes  of  the  prayer  spread  beyond  the  limits  of  the  ashram 
and  reverberated  on  the  slopes  of  Mahendra  mountain 
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One  whole  year  passed  without  my  even  being  aware  of  it  The 
beneficial  influence  of  living  in  Bhagavan  Parashurama’s  ashram 
was  so  profound  that  all  arrogant  thoughts  such  as  “I  am  a 
general'  and  “1  am  a  Hero  of  Chanties"  all  but  disappeared  from 
my  mind  I  became  a  pupil,  a  traveller  I  realised  that  all  that 
glittered  was  not  always  gold  Fame  was  not  the  only  goal  of  life  I 
now  realised  that  an  awakened  consciousness  was  also  required 
Soon  I  had  become  Gurudeva’s  favourite  disciple  Word  had  it 
that  the  other  disciples  were  jealous  of  me  As  a  result  of  the 
meritorious  deeds  of  my  past  lives,  every  day  spent  in  the  ashram 
under  Bhagavan  Parashurama’s  discipline  became  an  elevating 
experience  Gurudeva  repeatedly  urged  me  to  go  to  the  kingdom 
of  Kahnga  but  I  kept  putting  it  off  on  some  pretext  or  other  It 
^pained  me  to  do  this  The  other  painful  thing  was  the  lie  I  had 
spoken  about  my  birth  Sometimes  1  felt  that  as  a  result  of  my  lying 
the  thatched  huts  were  rushing  forward  to  claw  at  me  And  I  felt 
deeply  depressed  It  seemed  that  I  was  getting  pushed  into  a 
corner  At  such  times,  in  order  to  find  relief.  I  would  proceed  with 
bow  and  arrow  to  hunt  deer  on  the  slopes  of  the  Mahendra 
mountain  Giving  the  kill  to  a  Bhil  tribal  and  wiping  the  sweat  on 
my  forehead,  I  would  re-climb  the  hiU  and  return  to  the  ashram 
As  a  result  of  roaming  where  I  pleased  the  whole  day,  I  would  feel 
relaxed  and  happy,  and  get  down  to  the  ashram-routine  afresh 
with  new  zeal 

One  day  it  so  happened  that  1  was  in  one  of  my  depressed 
moods,  so  1  picked  up  my  bow  and  arrows  and  set  out  to  hunt 
Afternoon  had  ended  In  the  distance  a  forest-fire  had  blazed  up 
from  the  accidental  rubbing  of  one  dry  branch  with  another,  and  I 
could  see  the  smoke,  from  where  I  was,  m  one  corner  of  Mahendra 
mountain  The  birds  had  become  silent  after  the  cessation  of  the 
heat  In  spite  of  my  varied  wandenng,  I  could  see  no  beast  any¬ 
where  That  made  me  even  more  upset  Exhausted  and  dis¬ 
appointed,  I  decided  to  return  to  the  ashram  and  wound  my  way 
uphill  The  drops  of  perspiration  on  my  shorn  ears  did  not  easily 
drip  down,  ihc>  split  around  the  two  ends  and  stopped  midway  It 
had  become  a  habit  with  me  to  wipe  them  with  my  hands — which  I 
now  did 
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sobbed,  as  he  stroked  the  cow’s  face  I  had  never  seen  such  heart¬ 
touching  pain— and  all  as  a  result  of  my  hunting’  The  same  skill 
that  shot  me  to  the  height  of  fame  in  the  arena  because  I  could  aim 
straight  by  sound,  now  plunged  me  in  the  noisy  depths  of  hell 
Itself  I,  Kama,  world-conquenng  general,  the  Hero  of  Chanties, 
the  favourite  disciple  of  Bhagavan  Parashurama — ah,  I  had 
become  a  cow-butcher’  A  grossly  sinful  man  I  was  just  a  spurned 
something  offered  at  the  altar  of  fate  by  a  set  of  unavoidable 
circumstances 

The  mortally  wounded  cow  shuddered  in  a  final  death-throe, 
her  white-lotus-like  head  drooping,  her  foam-covered  tongue 
twisted  The  lifeless  pupils  of  her  eyes  looked  even  more  fearful  to 
me  than  the  dice  of  Uncle  Shakuni  In  no  time  at  all,  forest  flies 
and  insects  were  buzzing  around,  to  feast  on  her  corpse  I  hid  my 
face  in  my  hands  in  shame  and  pain 
“What  do  you  want,  sannyasi*^  I  lost  everything  today,”  the  old 
man  said,  placing  a  hand  on  my  shoulder  The  touch  turned  my 
flesh  to  water,  as  it  were  I  was  the  killer  of  his  cow — but  he  did 
not  know  this,  because  I  was  wearing  saffron  I  bent,  touched  his 
feet,  and  said,  “Forgive  me.  Brahmin  Your  Shubhada— your 
cow — I — it  was  my  arrow  that  caused  her  death  I  was  out  hunting, 
1  mistook  her  for  a  wild  beast,  and  killed  her  by  accident  Forgive 
me  I’ll  give  you  five  cows  ” 

For  the  first  time  in  my  life  I  asked  another  for  something  I  was 
a  beggar  Helpless,  for  the  first  time 
‘  Go  away  ”  He  pushed  me  away  That  old  man,  who  an  instant 
ago  was  sobbing  like  a  child  over  the  loss  of  his  cow,  suddenly 
burst  into  flaming  anger  like  a  yc/no-fire  His  lips  quivered  His 
eyes  emitted  sparks  “You  call  yourself  sannyasi,  and  yet  you 
hunt’  Why  don’t  you  make  a  bonfire  of  your  ochre  robe'^  You  cow- 
murderer  who  tnes  to  compensate  by  offering  five  cows,  will  you 
go  and  call  five  women  your  mothers  after  the  death  of  your  real 
mother'^  I'll  show  you  today  that  my  Brahma  power  is  far  more 
fierce  than  your  tapasya  as  a  sannyasi  ” 

“No,  no’  I  am  not  a  sannyasi  I  am  a  warrior,  a  disciple  of 
Bhagavan  Parashurama  ”  I  clasped  his  feet  again 

‘  Get  away  from  me’  Your  touch  is  as  defiling  as  cow  murder 
You  miserable  villain  who  viciously  shoots  arrows  at  a  cow,  calling 
yourself  a  warnor,  your  chanot  wheel  will  get  embedded  in  the 
earth  in  the  actual  battle  like  your  arrow  embedded  in  the  head  of 
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this  cow.  Try  your  hardest — but  you  won’t  be  able  to 

Go.  Go  where  you  will!”  He  stamped  away,  leaving  be  in  is 

dead  Shubhada.  He  had  made  me  his  target,  I  was  his  victim. 

His  curse  numbed  me,  deafened  me.  Instead  of  my  oc  ™ 
felt  tongues  of  flame  lapping  at  me  from  all  sides.  '  ®  . 

be  dancing  all  around  me  with  its  web  of  problems, 
heading? 

As  I  dragged  my  heavy  body  back  to 
afflicted  mind  was  filled  with  disillusionment.  CrueU^t 
the  sensitive  inner  self  of  warrior  Kama  its  ‘1“®"^'  „(  mje 

plunged  me  into  profound  quagmire.  My  mind  thrashed  about  like 

that  dying  cow— and  screamed  in  silent  agony.^ 

After  instructing  the  Bhil  tribal  whom  g 
bury  the  cow,  I  handed  him  my  inauspiciou 
done  with  hunting  from  today.”  ^  calf-muscles  knot 

As  I  climbed  the  Mahendra  a'°P®’  precincts  of  the 

and  tighten  for  the  first  time.  As  I  ij  35  ,l,ey 

ashram,  the  tinkling  “^d  repulsive  like  music 

did  before;  indeed,  ‘hey  jan^ed  fearful  and 
played  at  a  funeral  pyre.  Without  a  b  ,  w  ^  ^  I  jja  not 

prayers,  I  lay  down  as  I  was  on  the  cot 

even  feel  like  sleeping.  A  j  ,^5  ashram  kept  up  an 

had  gripped  me.  The  crickets  3 
insistent,  shrill  chirping. 

7 

That  incident  was  the  cause  of  more  angu^^hin  me  j 

slicing  of  my  skin-armour  an  ashram.  There  are 

couldn’t  speak  out  my  pain  to  any  ••  No  one  succeeds  in 
some  sorrows  that  are  best  en  uie  . -jg  such  sorrows  of  the 
unravelling  the  black  threads  blackness  of  the  black 

memory.  But  one  does  jj  known  as  life.  Life  may  not 

threads  as  best  one  can.  ^  .  r^g^  ^  diminishing  of  sorrow, 

be  an  increase  in  happiness,  i  Akritavrana  in  that  state.  A 

I  received  rown  between  us  in  a  short  time.  He 

deep  bond  of  friendship  ha  g  j  g3ve  new 

showed  the  greatest  concern  cow-murder  lie  less 

suggestions.  Listening  to  them,  i 
heavy  on  me. 
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Dnving  the  black  and  white  steeds  of  night  and  day,  the  chanot 
of  Kala  the  Spint  of  Time  raced  in  the  arena  of  innumerable 
incidents  Wherever  a  man  lives,  he  develops  an  attraction  for  the 
life  around  him  A  sense  of  nearness  grows  inevitably  I  felt  a 
similar  closeness  to  the  Mahendra  mountain  As  I  scoured  its 
slopes  and  fastnesses  in  search  of  firewood,  seeing  drops  of  dew  on 
grassblades  in  the  open  fields,  I  was  reminded  of  Ashvatthaman’s 
remark  that  life  was  nothing  but  an  evanescent  dew-drop  My 
mind  bubbled  with  memones  of  his  vanous  pronouncements  on 
life  “Kama,  search  your  atman  to  discover  who  you  are  Be  firm 
in  your  inner  self  Collect  yourself  ”  His  words  were  unforget¬ 
table — as  Vnshali  was,  of  whom  I  was  reminded  by  every  forest 
plantain  tree  And  when  I  saw  the  straight  stem  of  the  fragrant 
flower  pandanus,  honest  and  loving  Shon  came  in  front  of  my 
eyes  The  sight  of  the  massive  banyan  made  me  wish  to  compare  it 
with  Grandsire  Bhishma  The  placid  waters  of  the  Mahanadi  woke 
memones  of  my  father  and  mother  But  when  the  waters  became 
turbulent,  I  saw  m  them  Duryodhana  A  thorny  stretch  of  land 
brought  Guru  Drona  to  mind,  and  lichen  in  thick-green  fields 
created  the  image  of  Uncle  Shakuni  Memones  are  like  one’s  own 
shadows  They  tail  one’s  mind  Seeing  Bhagavan  Parashurama 
always  reminded  me  of  Sn  Knshna,  and  the'  incident  of  Shishu- 
pala’s  decapitation  would  swing  into  my  horizon  After  that 
episode,  I  had  not  met  Sn  Knshna  at  all — and  now  I  was  not  even 
very  eager  to  meet  him 

My  days  m  the  ashram  were  slipping  away  in  continuous  flow  of 
Kala  My  tired  mind,  before  it  dropped  off  to  sleep  at  night, 
recalled  the  events  of  my  past  from  childhood  to  the  present,  and 
wondered  where  my  destiny  was  taking  me  But  has  anyone  ever 
succeeded  in  making  destiny  a  target  for  such  speculation‘s  If  a 
person  were  really  able  to  plumb  what’s  hidden  m  one’s  destiny, 
wouldn’t  all  the  conflicts  and  tensions  and  confusions  of  life  have 
stopped  a  long  time  ago*^  Obviously  that  can  never  be  Every 
individual  lives  on  hope  I  too  lived  in  the  hope  that  I  would  obtain 
the  Brahma-missile  More  than  two  years  had  elapsed  since  I  left 
Hastinapura  The  mantras  to  obtain  the  Brahma-missile  were 
almost  all  completed  This  missile  gave  power  even  over  the 
energy  of  the  sun  All  matter  could  be  melted  by  its  strength, 
including  so-called  divine  phenomena  and  molecular  gases  It  was 
the  ultimate  weapon 
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And  Bhagavan  Parashurama  had  passed  on  this  extraordinary 
weapon  to  me  on  a  full-moon  night  with  the  help  of  mantras 
capable  of  causing  disease  and  death  After  pounng  the  sacred 
water  in  my  palm  for  me  to  stp,  he  said  to  me  gravely,  “Bhargava, 
this  IS  the  secret  of  the  Brahma-missile  Never  release  this  weapon 
on  a  weak  or  unarmed  adversary  If  you  do  so,  it  will  rebound  on 
you  The  purpose  of  being  strong  is  to  protect  the  weak  ” 

“As  you  say,  Bhagavan  ”  For  the  first  time  I  placed  my  head 
with  shraddha  at  the  feet  of  a  pemon  other  than  my  father  and 
mother  I  felt  infinitely  blessed  Grateful  tears  from  my  eyes  wet 
his  feet 

“My  Varuna-vow  ends  today  In  order  to  complete  it,  I  shall 
stand  all  day  in  the  waters  of  the  eastern  ocean  My  eyes  are  heavy 
with  night-long  chanting  of  the  Gayatn  mantra  My  last  four  days 
have  passed  in  fasting  I  want  you  to  accompany  me  to  the  king¬ 
dom  of  Kalinga  I’m  feeling  a  little  tired  ’’  He  instructed  me,  as  he 
rose  from  his  tiger-skm  seat 

In  front  of  me  Appeared  the  ultimate  question  I  steeled  my 
mind  and  nodded  agreement  No  vacillation  1  did  not  like  the  idea 
of  denying  him  anything  at  (he  time  of  leaving  the  Mahendra 
mountain  We  departed  from  the  ashram  to  the  accompaniment  of 
enthusiastic  cheers  from  the  pupils  My  hand  trembled  as  I  waved 
farewell  to  Akntavrana 

The  day  had  just  dawned  as  we  crossed  the  ashram  boundary 
The  absence  of  my  skm-armour  made  me  smart  under  the  intense 
heat  of  the  sun  But  as  I  descended  the  slope  of  the  mountain  with 
my  guru,  I  was  in  a  pensive  mood  The  fact  that  l^had  succeeded  in 
obtaining  the  Brahma-missile  made  me  pleased  with  my  achieve¬ 
ment 

“Bhargava,  I  have  never  asked  you,  but  today  I  feel  as  if  I 
should  ’’ 

“Ask,  Gurudeva  I  will  answer  as  best  I  can,”  I  said  humbly 

“Why  are  your  ear  lobes  cut  ofP”  I  felt  as  if  hit  on  my  head  with 
his  battle-axe 

“An  old  Brahmin  needed  my  ear-nngs  I  could  not  give  them  to 
him  without  cutting  my  ear-lobes  So  I  sliced  them  off  ”  I  came  out 
with  the  truth 

“Splendid*  Your  conduct  becomes  that  of  a  member  of  the 
Bhargava  family  I  am  assured  that  the  secret  of  the  Brahma- 
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missile  IS  safe  in  your  hands  ”  The  front  of  his  battle-axe  gleamed 
My  throat  was  dry  What  if  he  asked  the  name  of  the  Brahmin'’ 
But  he  did  not  say  anything 

We  kept  walking  till  we  reached  the  roots  of  a  giant  banyan 
Climbing  down  the  rocky  slope  had  bathed  us  m  sweat  The  thick 
shade  of  the  banyan  looked  inviting 

“Bhargava,  you  are  very  quiet  Let’s  rest  a  while  under  this 
banyan  Then  we’ll  proceed,”  Gurudeva  advised  After  four  days 
of  fasting  he  had  become  weak  His  voice  sounded  faint  Spread¬ 
ing  his  tiger-skin  under  the  tree,  he  lay  down  on  it  The  fasting,  the 
early  rising,  and  the  mountain  descent  had  exhausted  him  It  was 
the  last  day  of  his  Varuna-vow  “Bhargava,  get  me  a  stone  to  place 
under  my  head,”  he  said,  closing  his  eyes 

I  looked  right  and  left,  but  failed  to  spot  a  suitable  stone  I  felt 
miserable  that  I  could  not  satisfy  such  a  small  wish  of  the  great 
ascetic  who  had  given  me  the  secret  of  the  Brahma-missile 
Instantly  I  knelt  and,  raising  his  head  with  my  hands,  laid  it  on 
my  thigh  Feeling  the  ochre  cloth  of  my  thigh,  he  opened  his  eyes 
in  abhtman  and  said,  “Bhargava,  this  is  all  the  gum-dakshma  I 
expect  from  you  But  don’t  interrupt  my  sleep  Sleep  and  one’s 
word  should  never  be  broken  ” 

He  slept  there,  peacefully,  in  the  lap  of  Kama  the  son  of  a 
charioteer — that  magnificent  warnor,  divine  ascetic,  son  of 
Jamadagm,  that  hero  of  heroes  A  host  of  thoughts  clamoured  for 
attention  in  my  mind  Many  people  had  rained  flowers  on  me,  had 
hailed  me  as  victor,  but  I  had  never  in  my  life  expenenced  such  a 
supremely  auspicious  day  Relaxing  m  my  lap  was  the  greatest  of 
gurus,  who  could  terronse  even  the  greatest  of  Kshatnyas' 

His  head  was  shining,  he  breathed  evenly,  but  my  thoughts 
raced  about  That  day  was  the  fulfilment  of  my  life — it  wasadayof 
thanksgiving 

Time  passed  Filtenng  through  the  tree-leaves,  some  sunrays 
lingered  on  his  beard  Sensing  his  sleep  about  to  be  disturbed,  I 
cupped  my  palms  umbrella  fashion  and  shielded  his  face  from  the 
sunrays  Guradeva’s  breathing  resumed  its  relaxed  quality 

1  breathed  heavily,  feeling  the  scorching  sun  on  my  hands  1 
wanted  so  much  the  course  of  my  life  somehow  to  end  here,  and 
the  brave  wamor  who  destroyed  all  perpetrators  of  injustice  and 
atrocity  to  continue  sleeping  gently  m  my  lap  for  ever 


The  Death-Conqueror 


547 


His  axe  lay  beside  him  I  looked  gravely  at  its  blade  A  sharp- 
toothed  black  beetle  was  scurrying  on  it— I  could  make  that  out 
from  Its  appearance  Fascinated,  I  kept  stanng  at  that  helpless 
miniscule  insect  He  circled  the  blade  easily  enough  a  couple  of 
times  It  occurred  to  me  that  human  life  was  very  much  like  that 
insect’s  we  keep  scurrying  insect-like  on  life’s  sharp  blade 

Suddenly  that  wood  beetle  slipped  off  the  blade,  gliding  slowly 
towards  my  thigh  which  cradled  Bhagavan  Parashurama’s  head  1 
thought  I  should  flick  it  away,  but  that  would  involve  jerking  my 
body  and  that  in  turn  would  make  the  intense  sunrays  fall  on 
Gurudeva’s  face  That  could  break  his  sleep  “One’s  word,  and 
one’s  sleep  should  never  be  broken  That  is  the  guru  dakshma  I 
want  from  you  ”  These  words  of  his  boomed  in  my  ears  So  I  sat 
stock-still,  unmovmg,  ready  to  face  with  determination  anything, 
come  what  may 

Slowly  but  surely  the  wood-beetle  slithered  under  my  thigh 
Nibbling  through  my  ochre  robe,  it  sank  its  sharp  teeth  in  the  folds 
of  my  thigh  An  unbearable  pain  shot  through  me,  thigh  to  head 
How  excellent  would  it  have  been  if  I  had  had  my  impenetrable 
skin-armour’  The  thought  flashed  through  my  mind,  but  1  brushed 
It  aside  I  would  have  to  pass  my  entire  life  patiently,  as  Kama,  on 
the  strength  of  my  exploits  I  was  not  going  to  cry  over  what  might 
have  happened,  or  what  would  have  happened  if  that  did  not 
happen  The  beetle  began  systematically  biting  my  thigh  all  over 
My  ochre  robe  became  drenched  with  blood  Countless  arrows  of 
agony  sped  from  my  thigh  to  my  head  The  suffering  of  slicing  my 
skin-armour  and  giBing  it  away  was  not  as  terrifying  as  this  pain 
But  I  kept  my  eyes  closed  and  clenched  my  teeth,  because  tolerat 
ing  It  was  the  only  way  I  could  fulfil  my  guru  dakshma  Like  a 
locust  stripping  bare  a  branch,  the  beetle  was  bit  by  bit  gnawing 
my  thigh  away  That  despicable  insect  was  dnnking  mernly  my 
blood  which  even  the  ferocious  tigers  of  dense  Varanavata  could 
not  taste  This  was  the  first  time  in  my  life  that  I  experienced  the 
two  in  conflict — my  mental  determination  and  my  physical  agony 
This  was  the  crucial  testing  moment  This  was  the  moment  of 
mental  strength,  of  fortitude  and  patience  Biting  and  drinking  my 
life-blood,  the  beetle  crept  its  way  ahead 

The  agony  seemed  to  turn  my  blood  to  water,  and  drenched  my 
head  m  the  form  of  perspiration  I  could  not  even  stretch  my  hand 
to  wipe  my  head  Sweat  and  blood  What  more  precious  tribute 
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than  this  could  I  offer  to  Bhagavan  Parashurama’’  As  if  to  ask  this 
very  question,  a  thick  trickle  of  blood  flowed  towards  the  edge  of 
the  axe-blade,  crimsoning  and  obscuring  it  The  beetle  had 
shredded  my  thigh,  opening,  as  it  were,  a  path  into  my  future 
Crawling  through  the  onfice,  it  crept  all  over  the  beard  of 
Bhagavan  Parashurama  My  lips  trembled  at  the  thought  that  his 
sleep  would  be  interrupted  Was  that  insect  going  to  attack  his 
bodyt  Could  a  petty  insect  reduce  two  human  lives  to  hollow 
emptiness'^  Staring  up  at  the  sky,  I  prayed  to  the  all-powerful  deity 
Surya  that  the  beetle  should  not  touch  Gurudeva’s  body  At  the 
feel  of  my  thigh’s  warm  blood,  Gurudeva  suddenly  scrambled 
awake 

He  flicked  the  beetle  off  his  beard  I  had  no  words  for  the 
turmoil  in  my  mind  Would  Bhagavan  say,  “Bhargava,  the  world 
has  seen  many  disciples,  and  will  see  many  more,  but  your  guru- 
dakshina  is  special  ”  But  but  he  said  nothing  of  the  sort 
Gurudeva  must  have  grasped  the  situation  in  a  flash  Picking  up 
his  blood-covered  axe,  he  stretched  his  forehead  so  tight  that  his 
eyebrows  seemed  to  touch  the  hair  on  his  matted  head  He  asked, 
“Such  fortitude'  Such  self-control'  Tell  me,  Bhargava,  which 
family  do  you  come  from’” 

“Bhrigu,”  I  replied,  raising  my  thigh  from  the  puddle  of  blood 
My  mind  was  even  mote  blood-soaked  than  my  thigh 

“Liar  You  are  not  a  Brahmin  No  Brahmin  can  endure  such 
pain  Which  Kshatriya  family  do  you  belong  tot  Tell  me  And  tell 
me  the  truth  ’’ 

“I — I  am  not  a  Kshatriya  I  am  Kama,  the  son  of  a  charioteer  ’’  I 
spoke  with  a  firmness  that  1  did  not  have  even  when  I  stoically  bore 
the  shredding  of  my  thigh  What  was  going  to  happen,  was  going 
to  happen  The  axe  would  fall  on  my  head  The  spirit  would  leave 
Its  body-cage  and  fly  away  Irate  Parashurama  would  strike  the  axe 
on  my  head  The  axe-blade  would  become  my  fortunate  means  to 
salvation 

“Kama'  Are  you  the  same  Kama  of  Hastinapura,  the  flesh-ear- 
ringed-and-skin-armoured  KarnaV  The  Kama  who  gifted  his  flesh- 
car-rings-and-skin-armour  to  Indra’” 

'Yes  1  have  no  tlesh-ear-nngs  now — and  no  skin-armour  1 
have  gifted  them  to  Indra  That  is  why  this  beetle  could  burrow 
through  my  thigh  " 
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than  this  could  I  offer  to  Bhagavan  Parashurama'^  As  if  to  ask  this 
very  question,  a  thick  trickle  of  blood  flowed  towards  the  edge  of 
the  axe-blade,  crimsoning  and  obscuring  it  The  beetle  had 
shredded  my  thigh,  opening,  as  it  were,  a  path  into  my  future 
Crawling  through  the  onfice,  it  crept  all  over  the  beard  of 
Bhagavan  Parashurama  My  lips  trembled  at  the  thought  that  his 
sleep  would  be  interrupted  Was  that  insect  going  to  attack  his 
body*?  Could  a  petty  insect  reduce  two  human  lives  to  hollow 
emptiness'^  Staring  up  at  the  sky,  I  prayed  to  the  all-powerful  deity 
Surya  that  the  beetle  should  not  touch  Gurudeva’s  body  At  the 
feel  of  my  thigh’s  warm  blood,  Gurudeva  suddenly  scrambled 
awake 

He  flicked  the  beetle  off  his  beard  1  had  no  words  for  the 
turmoil  m  my  mind  Would  Bhagavan  say,  “Bhargava,  the  world 
has  seen  many  disciples,  and  will  see  many  more,  but  your  guru- 
dakshma  is  special  ”  But  but  he  said  nothing  of  the  sort 
Gurudeva  must  have  grasped  the  situation  in  a  flash  Picking  up 
his  blood-covered  axe,  he  stretched  his  forehead  so  tight  that  his 
eyebrows  seemed  to  touch  the  hair  on  his  matted  head  He  asked, 
‘  Such  fortitude*  Such  self-control'  Tell  me,  Bhargava,  which 
family  do  you  come  from*^” 

“Bhngu,’  1  replied,  raising  my  thigh  from  the  puddle  of  blood 
My  mind  was  even  more  blood-soaked  than  my  thigh 

“Liar  You  are  not  a  Brahmin  No  Brahmin  can  endure  such 
pain  Which  Kshatriya  family  do  you  belong  to*^  Tell  me  And  tell 
me  the  truth  ” 

“I — I  am  not  a  Kshatriya  I  am  Kama,  the  son  of  a  charioteer  ”  I 
spoke  with  a  firmness  that  I  did  not  have  even  when  I  stoically  bore 
the  shredding  of  my  thigh  What  was  going  to  happen,  was  going 
to  happen  The  axe  would  fall  on  my  head  The  spint  would  leave 
its  body-cage  and  fly  away  Irate  Parashurama  would  strike  the  axe 
on  my  head  The  axe-blade  would  become  my  fortunate  means  to 
salvation 

‘  Kama’  Are  you  the  same  Kama  of  Hasimapura,  the  flesh-ear- 
nngcd-and  skin  armoured  Kama**  The  Kama  who  gifted  his  flesh- 
car  nngs-and  skin-armour  to  Indra*'” 

Yes  I  have  no  flesh-ear-rings  now — and  no  skin-armour  I 
have  gifted  them  to  Indra  That  is  why  this  beetle  could  burrow 
through  my  thigh  ’ 
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“Vnshah,  a  son’s  life  is  moulded  exactly  the  way  a  mother  bnngs 
him  up  Like  this  milk— put  sugar  in  it,  and  it  becomes  nectar,  put 
salt  m  It,  and  it  goes  to  waste  It  would  be  a  very  astounding  thing 
indeed  if  our  sens,  who  have  received  the  most  loving  upbringing 
from  you,  turn  out  to  be  anything  less  than  heroes  and  ''WWrs 
drank  the  milk  By  this  time,  Duryodhana,  having  received  the 
message  from  Satyasena,  humedly  came  to  the  palace,  adjusting 

h.  „.»d  v™i,.i,  b. 

'’’’“Raja  would  I  have  reluracdwiliioutlheBrahma-missilea  As 

I  said  this,  a  pang  throbbed  through  my  body 

“Victory  to  you'  The  Pandavas’  pride  will  be  “^iterated  n 
soon  enough  Today  they  complete  twelve  years  of  forest  exile, 

““S®o°  '°L^eru?hrour  sp“s  on  their  tail  from  today  itself  If 
they  are  spotted,  they  will  havejo  accept  another  twe^^^^^ 
forest-exile  ’’  The  cunning  move  'he  f  has 

Arjuna  by  sending  Indra  to  me  Life  doesn  t  go  oy 

to  be  down-to-earth  despatched  every- 

“Karna,  our  spies  f  a,ea,  city,  place  of 

where — to  every  kingdom,  „,n  make  every  effort  to  locate  the 

pilgrimage— not  just  that, 

Pandavas  even  in  caves  I  m  P  r  „,iv  have  hidden  them 

whereabouts  but  hut  members  of  omfamd^^^^^ 

The  Grandsire,  the  great  Vidur  ,  Pandavas 

Drona — all  of  them  are  not  about  what  goes  on  here  ’’ 

are  definitely  getting  daily  info  j  Pandavas  will 

“Raja,  what  If  the  worst  comes  mjhej^  ^ 

be  discovered,  they  will  destroy  you  ” 

means  to  face  them  o"®  “"  Entirely  on  you  If  that  time 

“Raja  of  Anga,  you  know  P  ^„n,ander-in-chief  of  the 

ever  comes,  you  will  be  the  ms 

Kaurava  forces  ”  i  will  stand  by  the  word  I  give  you 
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Mindful  of  the  curse  and  with  a  shattered  heart,  I  steeled  myself 
as  I  entered  Hastmapura  Problems  and  reverses — these  are  the 
ways  an  individual’s  character  is  tested  Even  m  this  condition,  I 
was  confident  that  I  would  defeat  Arjuna  What  was  the  point  in 
whining  over  one’s  difficulties’  Heroes  do  not  lose  heart  even  in 
the  most  adverse  situations  They  stand  upright,  with  their  feet 
planted  on  the  head  of  the  problem 
As  he  held  Vayujit  s  reins,  Satyasena  looked  at  hie  with  staring 
eyes  o  one  in  the  city  recognised  me  in  my  ochre  robes  I  was 
returning  to  Hastmapura  after  two  years  At  the  time  of  leaving,  I 
wore  royal  robes— now  I  was  returning  in  ascetic  garb 

batyasena,  is  Raja  Duryodhana  in  the  capital  If  so,  inform 
im  that  I  have  arrived,”  I  instructed,  as  I  climbed  the  stairs  The 
firs'uime'"*  experiencing  the  feel  of  my  blood  for  the 

Kol  everything  now  For  those  who  always  look 

imr,"'  I  h°'  want  any  past  event 

impressing  the  tablet  of  my  heart  I  did  not  want  to  brood  on  what 
was  in  the  past,  or  who  I  was  What  am  I  now'>  How  will  I  be’’ 
he  time  had  come  to  decide  on  this,  with  all  my  strength 
Removing  my  ochre  dress,  1  put  on  royal  robes  Vrishah 
smeared  herbal  lotion  on  my  thigh,  bandaging  it  hurriedly  with  a 
strip  she  tore  from  her  shawl,  making  no  enquiry  this  time  how  I 
a  come  to  be  wounded  She  was  a  wise  wife,  experience  had 
taught  her  that  the  contentment  of  a  wife  is  best  assured  by 

suhl  lULh'i^^v  mature  and 

sublime  she  looked  She  had  always  been  bandaging  my  wounds  m 

hand  bus  held  m  mine  I  had  extinguished  the  flames  of  all 
possible  future  sorrows  by  drownine  them  m  ti,.  k  ,  ' 

•  Vrishali,  are  father  and  Ser  ShT 
welP  I  asked  firct  tr»  f  sons  and  daughter 

wound  ’’  me  anything  about  my 

Vn^a?enrSusLnf  Su'stU"' 

Vnshakemis  l  ,ike  vou'’heV  ' 

Ganga  as  voJd.ri  T,  ^  E°mg  to  the  bank  of  the 

She  h^^dLrett'XtTk  - 
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Pandavas  simply  could  not  take  that  risk  My  guess  was  that  the 
Pandavas  were  hiding  somewhere  in  a  cold,  inaccessible  cave  ip 
the  Himalayas  Therefore,  ravines,  mountain  slopes  and  caves 
were  combed,  as  were  the  forests  of  Dharma,  Naimisha,  and 
Varanavata  The  spies  wore  themselves  out  on  the  mountain 
ranges  of  Soma,  Pariyatra,  Vindhya,  Nishadha,  Govardbana, 
Shuktimat,  Mekala,  Riksha,  Malla,  and  Gandhamadana  Even  the 
ashrams  of  Gautama,  Jahnu,  Durvasas,  Valmiki,  Vasishtha, 
Kashyapa,  Bhrigu,  Chyavana,  Harita  and  Rishyashnnga  were 
searched  inside  out  in  the  belief  that  the  Pandavas  were  disguised 
as  disciples  Not  a  sign  of  them  anywhere*  One  doubt  rankled  in 
my  mind — could  it  be  that  the  king  of  the  gods,  Indra,  who  had 
begged  flesh-ear-nngs  and  skin-armour  off  me  for  the  sake  of 
Arjuna,  had  secreted  the  Pandavas  in  heaven‘s 
Prabhanjana  was  firmly  ensconced  in  Hastinapura,  with  his  eyes 
fixed  on  the  noble  Vidura’s  thatched  hut  The  Pandavas  were 
certainly  going  to  surface  in  order  to  meet  the  Queen  Mother,  or 
at  least  arrange  to  send  her  a  message  But  even  this  wasn’t 
happening  The  impression  gained  ground  that  they  were,  who 
knows,  dead  The  incognito  year  was  approaching  its  end  Only  a 
couple  of  days  were  left,  when  the  most  painful  of  all  news  was 
despatched  by  one  of  the  Vtratnagar  spies  to  Hastinapura  The 
news  was  simply  this — that  someone  had  literally  with  his  bare  fists 
pummelled  to  death  the  general  of  (he  Virata  army,  Kichaka  The 
moment  I  heard  this  incredible  piece  of  information,  the  image  of 
huge-bodied  Kichaka  who  had  fought  against  me  m  Matsya  during 
my  world-conquenng  mission,  rose  in  front  of  my  eyes  Only 
Bhima  had  the  strength  to  kill  in  this  manner  So  it  was  evident 
that  Bhima  was  hiding  in  Viratnagar  And  Arjuna  as  well  I  began 
thinking  funously 

Soon  enough  Duryodhana  summoned  an  emergency  meeting  of 
the  Sabha  He  reminded  Ashvatihaman  and  all  others  present  of 
the  fact  that  they  had  been  patronised  by  the  Kauravas  Then  it 
was  unanimously  decided  that  an  attack  be  launched  on  Virat¬ 
nagar  with  the  aim  of  stealing  the  thousands  of  cows  in  the  cattle- 
sheds  of  the  kingdom  The  Pandavas  would  emerge  from  hiding  in 
order  to  save  the  cows,  and  be  trapped  in  the  penalty  of  breaking 
rheir  word— which  would  lead  to  a  secopd  forest-exile  for  them 
Suddenly  war-bugles  sounded  Crack  soldiers  of  the  Kaurava 
army  assembled  in  front  of  the  magnificent  palace  The  soldiers 
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warrior  who  had  revolutionised  my  hfe  by  crowning  me  Ra)a  of 
Anga 

A  year’s  incognito  exile  Gazing  at  the  Ganga  from  the  window, 
I  began  to  reflect  A  flock  of  six  karandava  birds  flew  swiftly  out  of 
the  waters  towards  the  east  But  one  among  them  was  left  behind 
Fluttering  its  wings,  turning  its  beak  towards  the  palace,  it  winged 
Its  way  to  the  west  Every  instant  saw  it  separated  further  and 
further  from  the  other  five  of  the  flock  I  shut  the  window 
A  year’s  incognito  exile  Well,  every  life  is  a  kind  of  incognito 
exile  An  undertaking  to  be  as  far  away  from  suffering  as  possible 
But  surrounded  on  all  sides  by  extreme  forms  of  suffering  My  hfe 
was  one  such  In  the  seventyfive  years  of  my  life,  how  many 
significant  events  and  powerful  emotions  had  happened — and  how 
many  ups  and  downs  had  fallen  to  my  lot'  Not  one  seemed  to  be 
linked  with  the  other  And  God  alone  knew  if  there  was  going  to 
be  a  link  in  the  future 
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One  by  one  the  months  passed,  but  the  spies  were  not  able  to 
get  information  about  the  Pandavas  Thinking  of  Bhima  all  the 
time  made  Duryodhana  physically  unwell  Kamboja,  Kashmira, 
Gandhara,  Panchanada,  Sind,  Kuhnda,  Tangana,  Videha, 
Panchala,  Kosala,  Kirata,  Kamarupa,  Banga,  Magadha,  Chedi, 
Oastiaxna,  Kwlinga,  Vvlarbhi-a,  AvanW,  Ovanka,  SarasUtca, 
Anarta,  Mathura,  Virata — he  sent  fresh  batches  of  messengers  to 
assist  the  spies  in  these  kingdoms  In  vanous  disguises,  they 
searched  for  the  Pandavas  with  gnm  determination  Every  week 
bitter  reports  of  failure  reached  the  palace  Duryodhana’s  ill- 
health  worsened  Clouds  of  doubt  gathered  thickly 

In  Dvanka  some  of  the  spies  had  got  themselves  employed  as 
servants  in  the  palace  of  Sn  Knshna  On  the  basis  of  their  secret 
reports,  Duryodhana  even  paid  a  visit  to  Gandhara  It  never  even 
occurred  to  him  that  Sn  Knshna  could  mislead  him 

Once  he  got  news  from  the  spies  m  Dvanka  that  the  Pandavas 
were  hiding  m  Viratnagar  itself  in  the  kingdom  of  Virata  Immedi¬ 
ately  Duryodhana  prepared  to  go  and  look  for  them  there  The 
Matsya  temtory  of  the  Viratas  was  contiguous  to  Hastmapura 
The  Pandavas  could  not  be  so  careless  as  to  seek  shelter  there  The 
kingdom  of  Virata  was  on  the  other  bank  of  the  Yamuna — the 
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Like  the  sky  suddenly  overcast  with  an  approaching  nor’wester, 
thousands  of  arrows  descended  upon  us  from  behind  on  the  bank 
of  the  Yamuna  like  flocks  of  chitraratha  birds  The  arrows  created 
a  firm  barricade  on  the  nver  bank  The  galloping  cows,  seeing  the 
barricade,  hesitated  and,  turning  their  faces,  reversed  towards 
Virata  To  stop  them,  our  soldiers  rushed  behind  them  In  front 
stood  the  Virata  army  In  front  stood  a  blue-complexioned  chano- 
teer  Charioteer  or  general?  We  couldn’t  make  out  He  kept 
shooting  a  steady  shower  of  arrows  I  looked  at  him  intently  Yes, 
It  was  Arjuna — my  enemy,  standing  in  front  of  me  after  a  gap  of 


thirteen  years 

Arjuna'  Frustrator  of  my  life-flow  again  and  again'  Shredder  of 
my  young  son  Sudamana'  Intoxicated  with  pnde  because  he  wore 
the  blue  lotus  garland  round  his  neck 

“Arjuna,  wait!”  , 

Bow  uplifted,  I  ran  towards  him  Flanking  me  on  my  left  was 
Shon,  and  on  my  nght  Ashvatthaman,  a” of 
Arrow  clashed  against  arrow  Starry  sparks  "“hed  m  da^ime 
Panicking  cows  in  midfield  of  battle  scattered  ^ 

safety  in  the  adjacent  forest  There  seemed  to  be  no  conclusive 

end  to  the  battle  The  sun  was  still  high  the 

Suddenlv  a  fragrant  breeze  blew  which,  as  it  '"''"d  the 
soldiers’  nostnls,  made  them  drop  down  by 

stood-proof  that  the  nerve-numbing  J 

Arjuna  The  weapon  that  releases  ‘ 

renders  its  inhaler  unconscious,  ma  e  wooden  pipe- 

flowers,  which  Arjuna  wcajion  for  neutralising  this 

guns  I  tned  to  remember  the  ^  ^  My  bow  slipped 

gas  Ever^hing  j,^  chanot-flir  as  I  fell  with  a 

from  my  hands,  my  head  strucK  ine  ciia 

thud  I  lost  consciousness  senses  was  Ashvai- 

The  first  person  I  saw  on  and  looked  all 

thaman  He  was  spnnkling  wat  j^aurava  soldiers  littered  ihe 

around  me  Hundreds  of  unconsaoosKaumva 

field  like  boulders  removed  M>  blue  upper  gar- 

coloured  upper  ^  Duiyodhana  la>  on  his  stomach  on 

ment  was  also  missing  oxz  . eicohant  trapped  m  a  bog 
the  swampy  border  of  the  stneken  soldiers  b> 

Ashvatthaman  was  trying  hi  .  ^  j,j  earned  in  a  helmet  M> 
spnnkling  on  their  faces  water  wnicn 
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who  had  taken  part  in  my  world-conquering  mission  were  now 
going  to  steal  cows!  I  felt  uneasy.  In  some  comer  of  my  mind 
clouds  of  doubt  had  gathered.  The  boat  of  my  life  was  swaying  and 
floating  aimlessly.  Where  were  we  heading? — with  the  exception 
of  Duryodhana  and  myself,  no  one  knew. 

“Viratnagar!”  General  Duryodhana  pointed  the  city  to  be  attack¬ 
ed  to  the  soldiers.  Hundreds  of  thousands  of  horses  were  reined  at 
readiness.  Conch-shells  blew. 

“Maharaja  Duryodhana — 

“Victory  to  him!”  Sky-rending  shouts.  How  high  up  did  those 
cries  reach?  I  craned  my  neck  upwards  to  find  out.  I  noticed  a 
white-haired  elderly  man,  lost  in  thought,  on  a  white  palace 
balcony;  Grandsire  Bhishma,  his  hand  on  his  cheek,  staring  at  the 
vast  dry  blankness  of  the  sky,  realising  that  his  words  in  the 
Kaurava  sabha  were  not  worth  even  two  cowries. 

One  by  one  all  of  us — Ashvatthaman,  maternal  uncle  Shakuni, 
Duhshasana,  Shon,  and  myself — stationed  ourselves  at  the  respect¬ 
ive  tanks  of  the  army,  and  marched  swiftly  in  the  direction  of 
Viratnagar.  Leading  us  was  Duryodhana,  with  sword  upraised.  No 
one  was  prepared  now  to  accept  the  senile  leadership  of  Grandsire 
Bhishma.  Only  Duryodhana,  strong  as  a  sal  tree,  deserved  that 
honour. 

The  Viratas  were  caught  napping.  Even  in  their  dream  they 
hadn’t  imagined  they  would  be  attacked.  They  were  busy  doing 
their  daily  tasks.  Taking  advantage  of  this  excellent  opportunity, 
Duhshasana’s  cavalry  sped  like  an  arrow  through  the  cattle-sheds. 
The  neck-ropes  of  thousands  of  cows  were  severed.  Thousands  of 
cows,  frightened  by  the  hooves  of  the  horses,  mooing  and  clashing 
horns,  knocked  down  the  fencing  of  the  enclosure,  and  galloped 
out  in  whichever  direction  the  soldiers  of  Duhshasana  bellowed. 
Surrounding  the  white,  black,  brown  and  red  large-uddered  cows, 
Duhshasana’s  soldiers  raced  back  to  their  own  kingdom’s  border, 
trampling  everything  that  lay  in  their  path. 

Seeing  their  cattle-wealth  robbed  in  front  of  their  eyes,  the 
otizens  of  Virata  assembled  their  army.  Conches,  drums  and 
bugles  reverberated.  We  could  see  the  Viratas  chasing  us. 

Leaving  a  large  somi-bush  behind  us,  we  arrived  at  the  bank  of 
the  Yamuna  which  demarcates  the  territory  of  Hastinapura  and 
Virata.  Across  the  Yamuna  lay  Hastinapura,  with  just  the  river  in 
between. 
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Like  the  sky  suddenly  overcast  with  an  approaching  nor’wester, 
thousands  of  arrows  descended  upon  us  from  behind  on  the  bank 
of  the  Yamuna  like  flocks  of  chitraratha  birds  The  arrows  created 
a  firm  barncade  on  the  nver  bank  The  galloping  cows,  seeing  the 
barricade,  hesitated  and,  turning  their  faces,  reversed  towards 
Virata  To  stop  them,  our  soldiers  rushed  behind  them  In  front 
stood  the  Virata  army  In  front  stood  a  blue-complexioned  chario¬ 
teer  Charioteer  or  general  We  couldn't  make  out  He  kept 
shooting  a  steady  shower  of  arrows  I  looked  at  him  intently  Yes, 
It  was  Arjuna — my  enemy,  standing  in  front  of  me  after  a  gap  of 


thirteen  years  ,  oi.  « 

Arjuna'  Fnistrator  of  my  life-flow  again  and  again'  Shredder  ot 
my  young  son  Sudamana*  Intoxicated  with  pnde  because  e  wore 
the  blue  lotus  garland  round  his  neck 

"Arjuna,  waitl”  - 

Bow  uplifted,  I  ran  towards  him  Flanking  me  on  my  left  was 
Shot!,  and  on  my  nght  Ashvalthaman,  a” ‘hree  of  us  adding 
Arrow  clashed  against  arrow  Starry  sparks  flashed  >"  daytime 
Panicking  cows  in  midfield  of  battle  scattered  he'ler-shelter  or 
safety  in  the  adjacent  forest  There  seemed  to  be  no  conclusive 
end  to  the  battle  The  sun  was  still  high  ihe 

Suddenly  a  fragrant  breeze  blew  which,  “  « 
soldiers’  nostnls,  made  them  drop  down  “"“"'“‘’“if  "V  by 
stood-proof  that  the  nerve-numbing  weapon  was  fi  ed  by 

Arjuna  "The  weapon  that  “'““i  “  ff^fTrllred®  mahua 
renders  its  inhaler  unconsaous,  ^  wooden  pipe- 

flowers,  which  Arjuna  f  for  neutralising  this 

guns  I  tned  to  remember  the  best  ^  Mv  bow  slipped 

gas  Everything  around  me  seemed  c  sw  ^ 

from  my  hands,  my  head  struck  the  chanol-floor 
thud  I  lost  consciousness  Ashvat- 

The  first  person  I  saw  on  andl^ooked  all 

thaman  He  was  spnnkling  water  on  soldiers  tillered  the 

around  me  Hundreds  of  unconsaous  Kaurava  ^im 

field  like  boulders  scattered  on  a  “  .  upper  gar- 

coloured  upper  garments  had  ^cn  ^  ^  stomach  on 

ment  was  ato  missing  Brave  '“f.fp'^cd  in  a  bog 

the  swampy  border  of  re«ve"the  slncken  soldiers bi 

Ashvalthaman  was  trying  his  be  Mmcd  in  a  helmet  M) 

sprinkling  on  their  faces  water  which  he  earned 
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heart  splintered  to  pieces,  as  it  were,  experiencing  the  shame,  the 
blame,  and  the  aimlessness  of  it  all  What  if  Ashvatthaman  had  not 
revived  me  Better  that  I  had  remained  senseless  on  the  field 
Better  the  unconscious  condition  than  the  shameful  state  When 
one  IS  unconscious  one  does  not  feel  the  stings  of  conscience 
All  of  a  sudden,  flinging  away  his  water-filled  helmet,  Ashvat¬ 
thaman  screamed  It  was  like  the  agonised  cry  of  a  tail-severed 
tiger 

“Kama'  Run'” 

What  happened'?  1  had  the  sensation  of  someone  sliding  a  sword 
of  terror  along  my  throat  Why  did  Ashvatthaman  scream  like 
this — the  same  Ashvatthaman,  the  son  of  my  guru,  Ashvatthaman 
the  wise  one  who  periodically  instructed  me  in  the  subtle  trath  of 
the  immortality  of  the  atman'?  Why  was  that  learned  expounder  of 
the  destructibility  of  the  human  body  so  agitated'? 

Leaping  over  the  bodies  of  the  unconscious  soldiers,  I  approach¬ 
ed  him  The  spectacle  I  saw  in  front  of  me  froze  my  blood  I  felt 
faint  even  without  inhaling  the  poison  gas  The  whole  vast  expanse 
of  earth  seemed  reduced  to  the  smallness  of  an  arrowhead  Arjuna 
had  sliced  off  the  head  of  life-precious  brother  and  flung  it  to  the 
dust — the  same  Shon  whose  lotus-mouth  lovingly  addressed  me  as 
“Vasu-bhaiya  ”  The  sole  companion  of  my  life’s  joys  and  sorrows 
was  no  more  Surely  he  must  be  knocking  at  the  door  of  heaven  in 
order  to  recover  the  flesh-ear-nngs  and  skin-armour  which  had 
been  taken  away  from  his  brother  by  fraud 
Who  now  would  drive  Vasu-bhaiya’s  chariof?  Who  now  would 
run  behind  the  chariot,  hands  upraised,  shouting,  “Where  are  you 
going,  leaving  me  behindv”  Who  will  run  m  circles  around 
Vrishah,  like  a  little  boy,  shouting  "Bhabhi'  Bhabhi'  ’  Who  would 
go  now  to  the  Ganga  in  the  blistering  heat  to  bring  back  the  shawl 
that  I  had  absentmindedly  left  behind'?  Who  happily  hand  me  the 
Items  to  be  donated  in  chanty"?  Who  fall  and  thump  his  head  at  my 
feet,  imploring,  “Don’t  give  away  the  flesh-ear-nngs  and  skin- 
armour'  Don  t'”  Who  would  now  bury  his  face  and  weep  in 
Radha-mata  s  lap"?  Who  would  keep  on  pestering  me  to  eat  more 
at  meals'?  Who  will  make  Meghamala  and  Minakshi  aware  of 
Vasu-bhaiya’s  love"?  “Bhaiya,  your  ear-rings  have  lost  their 
lustre'”— who  would  frantically  warn  me  now  like  this"?  My  Shon 
who,  an  instant  ago,  was  whirling  his  sword  astride  a  horse,  was 
now  lying  in  the  dust  of  horses’  hooves  It  was  bright  daylight,  but 
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darkness  had  descended  on  me  I  could  not  believe  what  I  saw  My 
mouth  became  dry  My  head  was  numb 

“Ashvatthaman,  Shon  is  no  more  ”  I  laid  my  head  on  the 
shoulder  of  my  guru’s  son  and  sobbed  helplessly  One  wheel  of  my 
life’s  chanot  had  been  shattered  Now  all  I  could  do  was  drag  and 
slide  along,  live  because  there  was  nothing  else  to  do 

“Bhaiya,  will  you  soar  higher  and  still  higher,  like  Garuda*^ 
Shon— you  who  said  this— where  have  you  gone  today,  how  high, 
never  again  to  be  seen  by  ust 

“Kama,  be  calm,”  Ashvatthaman  wiped  his  eyes  and  tned  m 
vain  to  console  me 

Shon’s  helmet  had  toppled  in  this  very  city  at  the  time  of  the 
world-conquering  mission,  and  crushed  under  the  foot  o  an 
elephant  That  memory  made  me  feel  as  if  my  heart  was  breaking 
into  pieces  His  round,  golden  head  lay  in  the  dust  like  a  npe 
kokam-fmn  The  lifeless  trunk  looked  like  a  log  of  wood  covered 


with  dust  „  L  j  r  _ 

I  bent  and  quickly  picked  up  his  head  Tears  gushed  f™*"  /"y 
eyes  Overcome  with  emotion,  I  smelt  his  forehead  and  smd  in 
anguish,  “Shon,  once  just  this  once,  please  say  to  me  Vasu- 
bhaiya’  I  will  smash  the  door  of  heaven  itself  and  bring  you  back 

please  give  them  to  Minakshi’s  son  And  and  don  t  take  any 
Uer  person  as  your  charioteer  I  will  return  to  serve  you  Vasu 

'’‘’Z-Turnmlg  like  that  happened 
happen  We  were  so  close  to  each  other  all  ‘  j 

all  our  joys  and  sorrows,  but  at  the  f""®'  ^  for  Vnshali 

even  meet  Where  could  I  get  another  which  I  could 

nowv  Where  was  the  vesture  of  '"fooumae  to  ^0 

wipe  Radha-mata’s  tears'’  Where  '’'ould  ge  forehead'’  In 

off  the  vermilion  tilak  of  marnage  on  Meg  a  victorv-flag'’ 

whose  hands  could  I  now  place  the  world-conqu  "T  8 

And  who  could  I  discuss  my  life’s  ups  “"d  ^owns  with”  Shon,  th^ 
young  do  not  advise  the  old  ’-who  was  there  nms  for  me 
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anger  at,  with  these  words’  “Shon'  Shon'”  My  heart  called  out  to 
him,  like  the  c/iflMt-bird  in  the  heat  of  summer  1  was  absolutely 
alone  now  Life  was  now  an  ocean  of  disillusionment  Everything 
was  endless,  meaningless  quarrel  and  chaos  and  bitterness  A  sky- 
vast  hollow  pit  had  opened  in  my  stomach  All  my  five  life-forces 
were  flooding  out  m  teats  through  my  eyes  So  much  blood  had 
not  drained  out  of  me  even  at  the  time  I  gifted  away  my  flesh-ear¬ 
rings  and  skin-armour  or  at  the  time  when  my  thigh  was  shredded 
on  Mahendra  hill 

I  closed  forever  his  half-open  eyes  with  my  forefinger.  My  only 
desire  was  that  he  should  not  get  to  see  me  impure,  undignified 
and  unable  to  help  1  closed  his  eyes  so  that  he  might  never  again 
get  a  glimpse  of  this  cruel,  only  seemingly  beautiful  world 
“Go,  Shon,  go  without  fear  The  world  has  turned  its  face  away 
from  Kama,  today  you  have  done  the  same  But  go  fearlessly  ” 
Saying  this  to  myself,  I  picked  up  his  head  and  fitted  it  to  his  trunk 
I  had  no  cloth  to  covet  his  face  I  had  been  gifting  away  expensive 
silks  to  others,  but  I  had  nothing  to  place  on  the  body  of  my  own 
brother  I  felt  miserably  desolate 

Breaking  his  vow  of  never  opening  his  head-cloth,  Ashvat- 
thaman  started  unwinding  it  to  cover  Shon’s  face  I  held  his  hands 
I  tore  a  strip  from  Vayujit’s  saddle-cloth  and  covered  Shon’s  body 
One  hand  of  my  beloved  brother  remained  uncovered  The  sword 
which  he  held  in  his  hand  at  the  time  of  decapitation  was  still 
clutched  tightly  I  stooped,  and  somehow,  with  great  effort,  pried 
It  out  Standing  up,  with  the  sword  uplifted,  1  shouted  powerfully, 
“Shon,  only  one,  Arjuna  or  Kama,  will  live  in  this  world  Only 
one'”  The  very  thought  of  Arjuna  made  poisonous  currents  speed 
through  my  body  My  entire  body  trembled  with  anguish  I  felt  as 
if  all  my  nerves  would  explode  with  the  conflicting  emotions  of 
sorrow  and  anger 

I  had  made  a  vow,  but  what  use  was  it’  The  killing  of  Arjuna 
would  not  restore  the  life  of  Shon  Shon  was  no  more  in  the 
world— this  was  a  bitter  tmth,  but  it  was  the  only  truth  Flinging 
away  the  sword,  I  fell  on  the  strip  of  cloth  that  covered  Shon,  and 
wept  hysterically  1  was  not  the  Raja  of  Anga,  I  was  not  the  world- 
conquering  commander-in-chief,  I  was  not  the  Hero  of  Chanties, 
nor  was  1  the  disciple  of  Parashurama  For  that  matter,  I  was  not 
even  Kama  any  mote  I  was  just  an  individual  who  with  a  broken 
heart  was  lamenting  the  croel  slaughter  of  a  dearly-loved  brother 
I  was  simply  a  human  being — ^just  a  human  being 
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My  heart  was  all  numb  after  completing  the  last  ntes  for  Shon 
on  the  bank  of  the  Yamuna  Why  do  intimates  as  precious  as  one’s 
own  life  leave  mid-way  and  depart  forever'?  What  is  life  all  about’ 
A  game  of  a  couple  of  hours'?  Nothing  made  sense  I  didn’t  know 
what  to  do  I  returned  to  Hastinapura  with  my  mind  still  tram 
melled  m  the  web  of  disillusionment  in  the  wake  of  Shon’s  death 
One  emotion  over-rode  all  else  Take  revenge  on  Arjuna* 
Revenge  on  the  powerful  foe  Arjuna  responsible  for  killing  my 
own  brother^ 

Someone  had  earned  the  news  to  the  palace  It  was  unbearable 
to  listen  to  the  lamentations  of  Radha-mata,  Vnshali,  and 
Meghamala  “Where  is  my  foe-terronsing  son*?”  I  had  no  answer 
to  Radha-mata’s  question  “Where  is  my  all-in  all,  elder  brother*?” 

I  had  no  answer  to  Meghamala’s  question  I  could  not  bear  the 
sight  of  Vnshali  beating  her  breasts  and  weeping  for  Shon 

Fifteen  days  passed,  and  no  one  could  believe  that  Shon  was  not 
in  their  midst  It  was  the  cold  month  of  Kartika  and  the  palace 
marble  was  frozen  Shon’s  death  had  frozen  our  hearts,  as  it  were 
But  It  had  to  end  some  time  or  other  But  the  heart  is  not  like  ice 
to  melt  at  the  touch  of  warm  tears  It  is  made  of  adamantine  stone 
The  more  it  wallows  m  gnef,  the  worse  it  gets  Only  one  thing 
works — and  that  is  forgetting  Forgetting  is  Nature’s  supreme  gift 
to  man  What  if  that  gift  was  not  there"?  A  man  would  go  wild 
under  the  burden  of  ah  his  vaned  memones 

I  tned  to  get  a  gnp  on  myself  I  had  to  survive  I  had  to  shoot  an 
arrow  to  pierce  the  neck  of  Arjuna  who  had  sliced  Shon’s  jugular 
My  life  was  frittering  away  in  a  welter  of  indecision  and  confusion 
Only  one  avenue  was  now  left — revenge  It  had  to  be  reyenge 
Revenge  at  any  cost  I  must  track  Arjuna  down,  and  finish  him  off 

For  this  reason,  I  went  to  Duryodhana’s  palace  to  advise  him  to 
keep  the  army  in  readiness  “Raja,  I  want  the  army  at  instant 
notice  Why— <ion’t  ask  ” 

‘  Raja  of  Anga,  not  just  I  but  all  of  Aryavarta  knows  what  my 
army  is  capable  of  But  I  am  still  worried,”  he  replied,  knitting  his 
brows 

“Why  the  worry’” 

“A  messenger  arrived  today  from  Raja  Drupada,  with  an  offer 
of  peace  with  the  Pandavas  in  exchange  for  half  the  kingdom  I  am 
thinking  that  I  should  accept  the  offer  ’ 
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“No,  no  peace,  no  reconciliation  If  you  decline  to  fight.  I’ll  take 
on  the  Pandavas  alone  But  I  will  not  compromise  "  1  couldn’t 
make  out  the  reason  for  his  vacillation  Perhaps  the  Viratnagara 
defeat  had  disheartened  him 

“No,  Kama  Sri  Krishna  will  be  turning  up  again  with  a  fresh 
offer  of  reconciliation  with  the  Pandavas  The  Pandavas  have  left 
Viratnagara  and  are  now  residing  in  Upaplavya  Sri  Krishna  has 
also  come  there  The  Pandavas  are  gaming  strength  every  day  ’’ 
“Raja,  all  my  life  Pve  listened  to  you  It's  time  now  for  you  to 
listen  to  me  1  am  always  ready  to  fight  the  Pandavas  Declare  war 
on  them  ’’ 

“Kama,  I  also  have  no  desire  to  give  anything  to  the  Pandavas 
but,  after  seeing  how  Arjuna  singly  routed  us  in  Viratnagara,  I’m 
having  second  thoughts  on  how  we  are  going  to  face  all  five  of 
them  ’’ 

“All  those  rajas  whom  I  have  humbled  m  my  world-conquest 
mission  will  be  on  our  side  Send  word  to  them  today  itself  Five’’ 
Why,  even  fifty  Pandavas  are  no  match  for  us — that  is,  if  they  fight 
fair  ’’ 

“Very  well  1  have  no  objection  to  war  with  the  Pandavas  if  we 
are  assured  of  such  help  I  will  write  letters  to  all  of  them  but 
they  will  go  in  your  name  If  they  agree,  only  then  will  I  turn  down 
the  peace  proposal  from  Sri  Knshna  ’’ 

“Send  the  messengers  ”  I  gave  permission  for  the  letters  to  go  m 
my  name  Only  one  misgiving  troubled  me,  and  that  related  to  Sri 
Knshna 

11 


The  messengers  despatched  by  Duryodhana  to  different  king 
doms  returned  with  the  news  that  the  powerful  monarchs  of 
Avanti,  Chedi,  Magadha,  Samshaptaka,  Sindha  and  other  lands 
were  ready  to  help  us  mihtanly 

Everyone  had  a  vague  inkling  that  Sti  Knshna  would  arrive 
from  Upaplavya  with  a  peace  proposal  In  tact,  his  purohita,  the 
nshi  Brahmagargya,  had  in  this  connection  already  been  m 
Hastinapura  and  met  Grandsire  Bhishma  and  Vidura  No  one  had 
any  idea  about  their  confabulations  However,  the  arrival  date  of 
Sri  Knshna  was  now  known  the  full-moon  night  of  Kartika  He 
would  demand  halt  the  kingdom  for  the  Pandavas  The  Kaurava 
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warriors  had  decided  on  an  outnght  refusal  The  killing  of  Shon 
had  troubled  not  only  me  but  all  the  Kaurava  heroes  My  Garuda- 
mmd  was  perched  on  the  highest  pinnacle  of  anger  One  decision 
was  absolute  war  with  the  Pandavas,  a  final,  conclusive  war 
Drag  Arjuna  down  to  the  ghat  of  his  doom—though  this  decision 
was  irrevocable,  yet  I,  like  the  others,  had  respect  for  Sri  Krishna, 
the  emissary  of  peace  proposals 

Dispelling  the  morning  mist,  the  full-moon  day  of  Kartika 
arrived  Admirers  of  Sri  Krishna  in  the  city  decorated  their  front 
doors  with  festoons  of  ashoka  and  mango  springs  Sprinkling  their 
courtyards  with  scented  water,  they  had  painted  beautiful  alpana- 
designs  in  different  parts  of  their  houses  Flags  and  arches  were 
adorned  with  flowers  An  extra*devout  follower  of  Sri  Knshna  had 
gone  to  the  extent  of  making  his  wife  illustrate  the  killing  of 
Shishupala  in  alpana  m  his  courtyard  At  each  threshold  was 
placed  a  golden  pitcher  filled  with  Ganga-water  Freshly  bathed 
married  women  were  busy  lighting  the  arati  lamps  for  worship 
The  respected  counsellor  Vidura  had  hoisted  the  special  flag  of  the 
Kauravas  on  the  palace  top  This  was  the  first  time  that  the  citizens 
of  Hastinapura  were  going  to  get  a  darshan  of  Sn  Krishna  Though 
Sn  Krishna  was  coming  with  peace  proposals  on  behalf  of  the 
Pandavas,  there  wasn’t  the  least  disrespect  for  him  in  my  mind  My 
enmity  was  with  the  Pandavas,  with  all  those  who  had  belittled  me. 
With  Arjuna  who  had  killed  my  son  and  my  loved  brother  It  was 
the  enmity  of  the  son  of  a  charioteer  for  a  Kshatnya  It  was  not 
directed  at  Sn  Krishna  In  every  object  1  saw  Shon  and  Sudamana, 
for  which  reason  the  very  mention  of  Arjuna’s  name  was  to  me 
anathema 

Leaving  Upaplavya,  he  camped  near  the  small  town  of  Vrikas- 
thala  on  the  bank  of  the  Ganga  The  citizens  had  decorated  the 
road  till  that  point  The  all-feelmg  fingers  of  the  young  rising  sun 
caressed  Hastinapura  A  medley  of  joyful  sounds  from  the  border 
reached  to  the  palace  itself — a  clear  indication  that  Sn  Knshna  had 
arrived  at  the  border  I  went  with  Ashvatthaman  to  welcome  him 
He  was  prepanng  to  enter  Hastinapura  after  leaving  Vnkasthala 

Four  people  sat  inside  a  beautifully  gold-decorated  chanot 
pulled  by  seven  pure-white  horses  Yuyudhana,  Brahmagargya, 

Sn  Knshna,  and  the  charioteer  Danika  Sn  Krishna’s  blue  com¬ 
plexion  had  the  same  dazzling  lustre  that  I  had  seen  years  ago  in 
Indraprastha  Seeing  him,  I  thought,  /  have  no  skin  armour  as  / 
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used  to  have,  and  1  felt  depressed.  I  felt  the  laek  deeply  Seeing 
me,  the  chief  of  the  Yadavas,  Srt  Krishna,  smiled  His  teeth,  white 
as  an  elephant’s  tusk,  shone  in  the  golden  rays  of  the  sun  I  gazed 
intently  at  the  crown  on  his  head  Its  workmanship  was  identical 
with  that  of  my  own — which  was  stored  in  the  jewellery  vault — and 
this  surprised  me 

"Pranama,  Raja  of  the  Yadavas,”  adjusting  my  shawl,  I  wel¬ 
comed  him  respectfully  Why  doesn’t  he  realise  the  injustices  that 
Arjuna  has  done  to  me’’  “May  you  live  long,  Kama,”  he  said 
gently 

Grandsire  Bhishma,  Vidura,  Vnshavarman,  Drona  and  others 
ringed  his  chariot  as  it  drove  into  Hastinapura.  The  orchestrated 
sounds  of  the  musical  instruments  shook  the  leaves  of  the  trees 
lining  both  sides  of  the  thoroughfare 
With  a  great  outpounng  of  bhakti  the  citizens  showered  fragrant 
flowers  and  vermilion  powder  on  him  Folding  his  palms,  smiling, 
he  acknowledged  their  affection  The  robe  of  Daruka  was  com¬ 
pletely  covered  with  flowers  and  vermilion  He  could  not  drive 
properly  the  chariot  of  Sri  Krishna,  because  the  horses’  eyes  were 
obscured  with  vermilion  powder  and,  besides,  hundreds  of  citizens 
were  falling  prostrate  on  the  horses’  hooves  in  front  of  Sn  Krishna 
The  chariot  could  proceed  only  a  few  arm’s-lengths  in  the  course 
of  a  whole  half-hour  The  potsful  of  water  married  ladies  poured 
on  the  hooves  began  to  wash  away  the  ofpono-designs  which  they 
had  so  painstakingly  designed  The  sun  rose  high 
“Bhagavan  Sn  Krishna,  Raja  of  the  Yadavas  ” 

Forgetting  the  heart-rending  death  of  Shon,  the  excited  citizens 
began  shouting,  “Victory  to  Sn  Knshna'  Viotory  to  Sn  Krishna'” 
No  welcome  in  Hastinapura  had  ever  produced  such  reverbra- 
tions  as  this  did  The  vermilion  jxiwder  transformed  the  white 
horses  into  bright-red  steeds  So  much  vermilion  coloured  Sn 
Krishna’s  robe  that  it  must  have  been  difficult  even  for  Sn  Knshna 
to  imagine  that  his  rohe  was  onginally  yellow-coloured  The  entire 
mam  road  was  heaped  with  flowers  As  I  rode  calmly  on  Vayujit  in 
the  royal  procession,  it  seemed  to  me  for  an  instant  that  I  was  in 
the  realm  of  heaven  itself  But  there  was  no  sign  of  Duryodhana  m 
all  that  joy  and  excitement 

In  the  blinding  light  of  the  afternoon  sun  the  flower-and- 
kumkum-covered  chariot  of  Sn  Krishna  halted  in  front  of  the  mam 
entrance  of  Hastinapura’s  ancient  palace  Shaking  off  the  kumkum 
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from  his  body,  and  adjusting  his  shawl,  he  gracefully  descended 
from  the  chariot  Vrishali,  along  with  the  other  ladies,  performed 
the  ritual  arati  in  front  of  him  With  a  trembling  hand  she  placed  a 
vermilion  tilak  on  his  broad  forehead  This  was  the  first  time  in  her 
life  that  she  had  seen  Sn  Knshna 
Sn  Krishna  looked  up  at  the  tnangular  royal  ochre  pennant  on 
the  palace  roof,  and  crossed  the  threshold  of  the  main  entrance 
Someone  said,  “The  palace  has  been  blessed  today  ” 

“Raja,  I  don’t  want  to  go  anywhere  now  but  to  the  assembly 
hall  Let  us  go  there  ”  He  said  this  softly,  looking  at  the  closed, 
moist  eyelids  of  Maharaja  Dhntarashtra  who  was  standing  there  to 
welcome  him 

“As  you  say.  Raja  of  the  Yadavas  ”  The  maharaja  indicated  his 
consent  by  a  nod  of  his  head  in  the  direction  of  the  voice 
He  moved  towards  the  assembly  hall  along  with  the  Kaurava 
warriors  As  he  climbed  the  steps  of  the  palace,  he  paused  at  the 
one-hundred-and-fifth  step  Only  one  more  step  remained  to 
climb  Gazing  at  my  severed  ear-lobes,  and  smiling,  he  placed  his 
foot  on  the  last,  hundred-and-sixth  step  Had  I  the  power,  I  would 
have  demolished  the  whole  staircase  and  made  a  monument  of 
It — a  monument  to  Shon 

The  first  thing  Sn  Knshna  did  as  he  entered  the  royal  assembly 
hall  was  bow  his  head  in  respect  in  front  of  the  ancient  throne 
Glancing  at  the  royal  solar  gold-cast  insignia  of  the  Kauravas,  he 
gracefully  sat  down  on  the  seat  indicated  by  the  chief  minister 
Vrishavarman  All  sat  down  according  to  protocol  Maharaja 
Dhntarashtra  and  Maharani  Gandhan  Devi  were  ensconced  on 
the  throne  This  was  a  most  momentous,  and  might  very  likely 
prove  to  be  the  last,  royal  assembly  The  hall  was  spilling  over  with 
warriors  eager  to  have  a  darshan  of  Sn  Knshna  I  sal  down,  and 
gazed  at  my  feet  Why  were  they  so  tapenng — 1  had  not  been  able 
to  explain  this  at  all  m  the  course  of  my  eventful  life 
The  chief  minister  Vrishavarman  announced  the  reason  for 
calling  the  assembly,  and  on  behalf  of  the  Kauravas  gracjousl> 
welcomed  Sn  Krishna  “And  now  Bhagavan  Sn  Knshna.  Raja  of 
the  Yadavas,  will  explain  the  reason  for  his  presence  here  I  hope 
the  Kauravas  will  give  serious  thought  to  what  he  sa)’s  This  is  an 
important,  a  critical  occasion  ” 

Adjusting  his  shawl.  Sn  Knshna  rose,  as  he  did  so.  the  vermilion 
powder  gathered  in  the  folds  of  his  shawl  fell  on  his  feci  He  spoke 
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in  a  sharp,  piercing  tone.  Ins  thin  hps  trembled,  his  keen  eyes 
surveyed  the  audience 

“Kama,  Bhishma,  Raja  Dhntarashtra,  Drona,  Kripa,  Vidura, 
Ashvatthaman,  Shakuni,  Jayadratha,  Duhshasana  and  Duryo- 
dhana'  All  assembled  Kaurava  warriors'  1  have  not  come  here  as 
the  Raja  of  the  Yadavas,  nor  as  the  maternal  cousin  of  the 
Pandavas  Nor  even  as  Sri  Krishna  1  am  one  who  believes  in 
justice,  and  1  am  here  to  plead  for  justice  from  this  ancient  throne, 
because  this  throne  is  famed  throughout  Aryavarta  for  its  dispen¬ 
sation  of  justice  You  Kauravas  whose  symbol  is  the  Sun  God,  are 
you  ready  to  dispense  justice  to  the  Pandavas*^  I  have  not  come 
here  with  a  proposal  for  reconciliation,  1  am  here  to  present  a  truth 
that  will  strike  like  lightning  You  have  tested  and  stretched  the 
tolerance  powers  of  the  Pandavas  to  breaking  point  Where  in  the 
manuals  of  warfare  did  you  learn  the  device  of  burning  alive  the 
Pandavas  and  the  Queen  Mother  Kunti  in  the  lacquer  housed  Will 
Prince  Duryodhana  answer  thist  Uncle  Shakuni  gave  the  marvel¬ 
lous  kingdom  of  the  Khandava  forest  to  the  fatherless  and  shelter¬ 
less  Pandavas — a  kingdom  filled  with  thorny  creepers  and  trees 
and  reverberating  with  the  roars  of  wild  beasts,  is  he  prepared  to 
leave  the  capital  of  his  own  kingdom  of  Gandhara  and  establish  a 
new  city  in  the  forest  of  Dandakaranyat  Let’s  say  I  stake  my 
kingdom  of  Dvarika  in  a  gambling  match,  is  he  prepared  to  stake 
his  kingdom  of  Gandhara  and  throw  dice  with  met  And  let’s  say 
he  stakes  and  loses  his  wife — is  he  prepared  to  grant  me  per¬ 
mission  to  drag  her  in  front  of  all  the  assembled  audience  in  this 
sabhat  Is  he  prepared  to  spend  thirteen  agonising  years  barefoot 
in  forest  exilet  All  the  Kaurava  warriors  rushed  out  of  this  city  in 
order  to  steal  the  cows  of  Viratnagara,  by  the  same  argument,  will 
you  tolerate  the  entry  into  your  city  of  all  the  Yadava  warriors  of 
Mathura  and  Dvarika,  along  with  the  Pandavas,  if  they  do  so 
without  advance  information’’  In  each  of  you  there  is  a  streak  of 
eternal  conscience  With  that  as  your  witness  tell  me — what  kind 
of  justice  have  you  meted  out  to  the  Pandavasi  ’What  is  justice— 
are  you  even  aware  of  the  meaning  of  that  wordt 

“Yet,  I  consider  you  and  the  Pandavas  as  one  So  burning  to 
ashes  all  memories  of  past  cruel  deeds,  I  say  this  ‘Raja 
Dhntarashtra,  return  half  the  kingdom  that  nghtfully  belongs  to 
the  Pandavas,  and  extinguish  this  massive  conflagration  that 
threatens  to  engulf  our  whole  future  Tell  me  are  you  ready  to 
provide  this  justice’’’’’ 
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His  words  fell  like  whiplashes,  and  an  eerie  silence  prevailed  in 
the  assembly  The  Maharaja  did  not  rise  to  reply  No  one  stirred 

Tell  me  any  one  of  you,  tell  me,  what  is  your  final  decision'^” 
He  looked  around  at  each  one,  asking  this  question  His  tone  had 
an  added  sharpness 

‘J  Hill  tell  you  Let  me  fell  you  in  plain  language  the  final 
decision  of  the  Kaurava  warriors  who  have  been  stunned  by  your 
eloquence  The  Pandavas  are  not  going  to  get  half  the  kingdom  " 
Duryodhana  sprang  up  from  his  seat,  knit  his  brows,  and  said  this, 
shaking  his  short,  stubby  fingers 

"Why'^” 

“They  have  no  rights  Even  if  they  were  Maharaja  Pandu’s  sons, 
they  would  have  no  rights  Division  of  the  kingdom  will  lead 
inevitably  to  a  hundred  fragments  tomorrow  and  a  thousand  the 
day  after  What  do  the  Pandavas  think'^ — Is  the  kingdom  a 
custard'apple  for  ten  ashram-dwellers  to  share  among  them¬ 
selves*’’’ 

“Very  well,  if  you  don’t  wish  to  part  with  half  the  kingdom,  so 
be  It  But  will  you  at  least  return  to  the  Pandavas  their  city  of 
Indraprastha  in  the  Khandava  forest  which  they  established  and 
made  prosperous*’  Don’t  insult  truth  and  injustice  with  prejudice 
and  pre-judgment  ’’ 

“No 'They  lost  that  kingdom  in  gambling  They’ll  never  get  it 
back  ’’  Duryodhana  spoke  as  if  he  was  wielding  a  mace  Sparks 
seemed  to  fly  right  and  left,  inviting  a  cosmic  doomsday 

“Are  you  ready  to  goe  €\en  fne  villages,  one  for  each  brother, 
from  this  huge  kingdom  of  Hastmapura,  for  the  shelter  of  the 
Pandavas'^"  Sn  Krishna  lifted  his  hand  and  showed  all  five  fingers 
to  Duryodhana  The  hearts  of  the  warnors  in  the  sabha  melted,  as 
It  were  They  whispered  to  each  other  Putting  a  slop  to  every¬ 
thing,  Duryodhana  repeated,  "No*  No’  No'  Three  times  no'  No 
then,  no  now,  no  later'  Forget  five  villages — the  Pandavas  will  not, 
without  fighting,  get  so  much  as  a  particle  of  dust  on  thd  tip  of  a 
needle'  Not  just  that— to  make  sure  that  the  Pandavas  don’t  enjoy 
even  the  dust  that  your  feet  will  take  back  with  you,  I  would  have 
arranged  to  have  them  shaken  free  of  all  dust,  but  but,  listen, 
deceitful  and  rascall)  Krishna,  )ou  who  arc  miscalled  Bhagavan,  I 
don’t  want  to  sull)  the  hands  of  mj  servants  by  having  them  touch 
your  feet  Go'  Wrap  up  the  shreds  of  >our  peace  proposal  in  your 
yellow  robe,  and  get  out  of  Hastmapura  this  very  instant'  Or 
else  " 
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“Duryodhana*"  Sn  Krishna’s  lips  quivered.  His  eyes  became 
red  The  entire  assembly,  forgetting  their  earlier  welcome,  began 
laughing  at  him  Many  rose  in  their  seats  as  if  hit  by  a  bolt  of 
lightning  My  ears  became  numb,  my  eyes  closed  Bringing  his 
mouth  close  to  my  ears,  Duryodhana  said  slowly,  with  great  relish, 
‘Kama,  I’ll  kill  this  milkman  today— the  root  of  all  our  problems 
It  IS  fitting  that  this  milkman  born  in  a  Mathura  jail  should  rot  in  a 
Kaurava  prison  where  he  can  recall  all  the  welcome  he’s  received 
from  us  to  his  heart’s  content  ”  His  words  entered  my  ears  like 
molten  iron  They  pierced  my  head  like  poisonous  snakes  Protest¬ 
ing  openly  for  the  first  time,  I  shouted  at  him,  “Duryodhana,  have 
you  taken  leave  of  your  senses'^  Do  you  realise  who  you  are 
planning  to  kilP” 

“Kama,  tell  him  to  get  whatever  weapons  he  has  in  his  kingdom 
and  use  them  to  kill  me — if  he  can  ’’  Sn  Knshna  closed  his  large 
eyes  For  an  instant  I  was  stunned  I  felt  as  if  every  part  of  his  body 
was  bubbling  like  boiling  milk  Suddenly  the  lovely  plume  on  his 
crown  touched  the  ceiling  of  the  assembly  hall  His  body  which 
had  assumed  this  massive  shape  was  again  drenched  with  a  divine 
radiance  That  radiance,  more  powerful  than  a  hurncane,  circled 
his  entire  body  from  toe  to  head  at  a  funous  speed  I  was  afraid 
that  the  intensity  of  the  radiance  shooting  from  his  body  might 
melt  even  the  hard  stone  pillars  of  the  hall  All  the  Kaurava 
warriors,  nshis  and  hermits,  servants  and  maids  floundered  in  fear 
in  front  of  his  gigantic  shape  Being  skin-armour-less,  I  also 
experienced  the  fierce  heat  Even  the  words  that  emanated  from 
that  globular,  jar-shaped  countenance  seemed  to  be  afire  They 
scorched  the  ceiling  itself 

I  heard  Sn  Krishna’s  words  as  I  regained  consciousness  “^ar* 
War  will  not  solve  anyone’s  problems  War  has  been  devised  as  a 
desperate  and  harsh  way  of  extirpating  the  roots  of  human  cruelty 
War  does  not  in  any  way  promote  human  welfare,  because  it  is  not 
the  ultimate  end  of  life  The  ultimate  goal  of  life  is  illumination, 
illumination  through  knowledge,  through  science,  through  the 
atman  If  you  seek  that  illumination  through  the  doom  of  war,  I 
am  more  than  ready  to  initiate  a  horrifying  holocaust  I  will 
deprive  your  grand  bodies  of  the  spark  of  life  and  mix  them  with 
th6  same  earth  from  which  you  took  birth  and  whose  fertility  has 
sustained  you  so  long  And  this  holocaust  will  keep  on  proclaiming 
to  the  whole  world  generation  after  generation  the  story  of  your 
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pride,  misdirection,  deceit,  cruelty,  revenge  and  all  other  devilish 
traits  Be  warned,  therefore — though  it  is  true  that  m  this  war  I 
will  not  personally  wield  any  weapons,  take  it  from  me  that  I  will 
reduce  your  lumbering,  arrogant,  intoxicated  bodies  into  dust  ” 

All  kept  silent,  as  if  they  had  become  speechless  Only 
Maharaja  Dhntarashtra,  perhaps  because  he  was  sightless, 
seemed  not  to  be  aware  of  all  that  was  going  on  in  the  assembly 
hall  Rising  from  his  throne,  he  said  fearfully,  “Raja  of  the 
Yadavas,  please  dine  with  us  in  the  palace  tonight  ”  The  assembly 
heard  him,  and  did  not  know  whether  to  laugh  or  commiserate 
with  the  blind  Maharaja 

“Raja,  I  am  planning  to  dine  m  Hastinapura  tonight — not  in 
your  palace  which  makes  a  mockery  of  justice,  but  in  the  thatched 
hut  of  Vidura,  from  the  hands  of  Queen  Mother  Kunti  ”  He  rose 
from  his  seat,  and  moved  out  of  the  assembly  hall  with  the  same 
easy  grace  with  which  he  entered  it  Grandsire  Bhishma,  Drona, 
Knpa,  and  Ashvaithaman  followed  him  to  the  mam  entrance  of 
the  palace  to  wish  him  farewell  They  were  frightened  and 
apprehensive 

Who  was  this  Sn  Krishna*^  A  cowherd*^  A  warrior’  The  Raja  of 
the  Yadavas’  The  Pandavas*  maternal  cousin’  Or,  as  Duryodhana 
thought,  a  spell*weavmg  black-magic  lantnk’  Hordes  of  questions 
crowded  my  mmd 

Oh,  Sri  Krishna  was  certainly  out  of  the  ordinary,  he  was  a  spark 
of  the  divine  The  straight-hitting  arrows  of  my  thoughts  were 
pulverising  the  heads  of  all  my  doubts 

I  rose  also,  with  the  others,  to  see  him  off  at  the  mam  entrance 
He  paused  briefly  at  the  threshold  Turning  around,  he  pranama 
ed  everyone  I  also  folded  my  palms  What  should  not  have 
happened,  had  happened,  and  something  more  was  still  to 
happen 

“Kama,  come  "  He  beckoned  me  towards  him  with  a  movement 
of  hiS  right  hand  He  held  my  hand  in  his  An  inexplicable 
poignant  thrill  raced  through  me  at  the  divine  touch  Why  had  ho 
called  me  only’  Why  did  he  open  his  speech  m  the  assembly  hall 
by  addressing  me  first’  It  was  beyond  me 

HoJdmg  my  hand  in  his,  and  instructing  Daruka  to  sit  at  the 
back,  with  the  other  hand  be  jerked  at  the  horses*  reins  Without 
once  looking  back,  he  urged  the  horses  forward  In  the  back  of  the 
chariot  were  seated  Yuvudhana.  Brahmogargya  and  Daruka  My 


568 


Mrityunjaya 


mind  was  a  welter  of  confused  thoughts  Ignoring  all  the  others, 
whv  had  he  held  only  my  hand  and  seated  me  m  his  chariot'^  Why 
did  Sri  Krishna,  never  one  to  hold  another’s  hand,  select  mine  of 
all  people^  My  thoughts  raced  in  consonance  with  the  speeding 
chariot  From  the  dense  bough  of  a  mango  tree,  a  kokila  singing 
merrily  m  all  the  seven  notes,  wheeled  over  our  chariot  and 
vanished  in  the  western  sky  As  I  saw  it  disappear.  1  got  a  glimpse 
of  the  setting  sun  I  misled  the  evening  arghya-offering,  1  said  to 
myself  On  both  sides,  kadamba,  ashoka,  mango,  peepal  and 
many  other  varieties  of  treessped  behind  us  like  swift  arrows  Our 
chariot  eagerly  shot  ahead  out  of  the  city  precincts  My  life’s 
chariot  also  was  speeding  along  in  his  company  on  the  royal  road 
of  fame,  with  my  hand  placed  in  Sri  Krishna’s  pink,  soft  hand 
Fluttering  m  the  wind,  his  yellow  robe  flapped  against  my  thigh 
Whenever  the  chariot  swerved,  his  blue-skinned  body  pressed 
against  mine 

Pulling  at  the  reins,  he  reduced  the  speed  of  the  chariot  near  a 
large  banyan  as  soon  as  Vidura’s  thatched  hut  came  into  view  We 
had  arrived  much  earlier  than  planned  at  the  city  limns  In  front  of 
us.  the  thousands-of-years-old-generous-flowing  waters  of  the 
Ganga  gleamed  softly  m  the  light  of  the  departing  sun  A  flock  of 
garuda  birds  sailed  high  across  the  sky,  returning  to  their  habitat¬ 
ion  on  the  Mainaka  hill  Immediately  1  was  reminded  of  Shon  He 
had  asked  me  once,  "Bhaiya,  will  you  fly  high  and  still  higher  like 
the  garuda-hnd^"  Shon  was  no  more  There  remained  only  heart- 
stirring  memories  of  him  The  reins  were  pulled  taut  The  chariot 
stopped  My  thoughts  stopped  too  We  had  crossed  the  city  limits 
“Come,  Kama,”  he  said,  indicating  the  thick  shade  of  a  banyan 
Leaving  the  chariot  casually  where  it  stood,  he  took  my  hand  m  his 
and  guided  me  to  the  shady  spot  under  the  banyan  Dusting  his 
yellow  robe,  the  young  energetic  leader  of  the  Yadavas  sat  down 
on  a  black  stone  Though  there  was  space  next  to  him  on  the  slab,  I 
sat  near  his  feet 

In  the  kingdom  of  Kalmga.  on  the  Mahendra  mountain,  I  had 
placed  Bhagavan  Parashurama’s  head  on  my  lap  under  an  almost 
idcnlical  banyan— 1  recalled  that  incident  vividly  Today  my  hand 
reposed  in  Sri  Krishna’s  hand  The  same  banyan  was  above  my 
head  Sri  Krishna’s  blue  complexion  shone  m  the  slanting  golden 
r.iys  of  the  setting  sun  The  necklaces  on  his  chest — of  yellow 
sapphire,  ruby,  pearl,  cat’s-eyc — moved  up  and  down  with  the 
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rhythm  of  his  breathing  The  golden  crown  on  his  head  gleamed 
with  reflected  light  From  the  patch  of  thick  grass  “here  I  sat 
noticed  a  dirty  little  vermihon-coated  insect  scuttling  up  i  y 

™"Karna,  I  have  brought  you  away  from  «>>  the  others  in  ^e  city 
because  1  want  to  tell  you  a  profound  truth  '^t  you 

bitterly  Look  at  the  setting  sun  and  listen  to  me  attentively  He 

^Id  ^^h'ls  with  great  affection,  as  he  Po.nted  to  <  sinking 

between  two  hills,  his  voice  as  sweet  as  the  lilt  of  a  flut 

“I  am  listening.  Raja  of  the  Yadavas  The  earth  U  ^  an  go  ou 
of  orbit,  I  cannot  be  hurt  by  anything  any  more,  1  said,  looking 

eyes  and  put  the  lake  rfmy  ™"d.n  utter  turmod 
up  and  screamed.  What  rub^  i  y 

leer’s  son’’  Not  |(jed  your  deadly  discus  than 

YSdavasi  A  he'  Better  you  had  wielded  your  u  , 

this  sabre  of  your  wngue’’  ^  Kshatnya  by  birth  so 

“What  I  am  saying  is  the  truth  Hrst-born  of 

divine  that  it  excels  all  Ksh^nyas  y  anything 

the  Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi  s  onsj^o^;;’^;; 
wrong  in  telling  you  the  tru  a  nolden-wombcd  Sun- 

, he  west  Youare.heillushioussonrfm^^^^^^ 

God  himself  He  pom  e  listened  to  him  Joy,  pride, 

coursed  swiftly  through  my  body  a^ 

self-confidencc  I  exp  _„rnpr<i  of  my  escs 

and  tears  streamed  from  .,7on?  I  am  the  Sun-God’s 

I  wanted  to  shout,  I  am  th  ^  wanted  to  roar  out  “1  am 

son'"  and  rush  around  dancing  ^,1  years 

the  Sun-God’s  son'"  m  front  •  »  consenlions  and 

heartlessly  crushed  the  ves  ”  ,he  Sun-God  s  son 

flung  It  in  the  dust  of  crass  unssorlhy'  I  am  not  con- 

am  the  son  of  Pure  Energs 

icmptible'’  D„,lhVsson,youare  Kunii’sson 

•  Kama,  you  are  not  Radh  -  Gcitinc  up  from  Ihc 

therefore  the  old':'"  .  ^and  on  my  shoulder  Unlike  ho 

Slone  slab,  Sri  Krishna  placco  • 
ssords.  Ills  touch  ssas  sooiti.nc 
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“Sri  Krishna,  I  fail  to  understand  what  is  truth,  and  what  un¬ 
truth  If  1  am  Kunti’s  son,  why  am  1  so  removed  from  her’  If  I  am  a 
Pandava,  why  am  I  separate  from  the  Pandavas’  If  I  am  the  Sun- 
God’s  son,  why  am  I  groping  in  the  kingdom  of  darkness’” 

“It’s  a  long  story  A  story  so  touching  that  it  will  melt  the 
stoniest  of  hard-hearted  men  A  story  of  the  cruelty  of  social 
conventions  A  story  of  a  mother’s  silent  sorrow 

“You  were  born  to  unwed  Kunti  by  the  Sun-God  Surya  as  a 
result  of  the  divine  mantra  of  Rishi  Durvasas  which  he  gave  to 
Kunti  She  was  in  the  kingdom  of  Bhojpura  at  that  time  For  an 
unmarried  princess  to  give  birth  to  a  son  was  in  the  eyes  of  society 
an  indelible  stigma  She  could  have  no  status,  no  life  anywhere 
with  you  The  world  would  not  have  allowed  it  If  she  could  not 
survive,  what  standing  had  you’  So,  placing  a  Himalayan  stone  on 
her  heart,  that  great  lady  floated  you  away  on  the  Ashva  nver,  the 
very  day  you  were  born  You  floated  in  a  basket  from  the  Ashva 
down  to  the  Charmanvati  river,  then  to  the  Yamuna  and  finally  to 
the  Ganga,  and  so  you  travelled  all  the  way  till  you  were  dis¬ 
covered  on  a  grey  dawn  by  Adhiratha  From  then  till  this  day  you 
grew  up  as  a  chanoteer  Because  you  had  no  inkling  of  your  divine 
antecedents,  you  got  trapped  m  the  chakra  of  misfortune  Kama 
Kama,  you  are  not  a  chanoteer  Don’t  side  with  unjust  Duryo- 
dhana 

“No  one  in  the  world  has  received  what  you  have — three  fathers 
and  three  mothers  You  have  the  fatherly  protection  of  the  Sun- 
God  Surya-deva,  Maharaja  Pandu  and  Adhiratha  Kunti  Devi, 
Radha  and  Ganga  yearn  with  motherly  love  for  you  Kama,  today 
is  the  turning  point  m  your  life  Your  family  is  the  highest,  your 
lineage  is  divine,  the  Pandavas  are  your  own  brothers,  you  are  the 
first  Pandava,  the  eldest  son  of  Kunti  ” 

Each  word  dashed  like  a  towering  wave  of  emotion  on  the 
shores  of  my  mind  In  an  instant  my  whole  life  from  the  day  I 
arnved  in  Hastinapura  from  Champanagan  till  today  whirled 
across  my  eyes — like  the  Sudarshana-chakra  circling  in  the  right 
hand  of  Sri  Krishna  in  his  cosmic  multi-revelation  form  The  sharp 
teeth  of  countless  events  bit  into  my  heart  Inspite  of  the  fact  that  I 
was  the  son  of  the  Sun  God  himself,  had  I  experienced  in  my  long 
life  anything  except  insult,  indifference,  neglect,  and  indignity’ 
What  had  I  been — and  what  was  1  now’  What  was  life  all  about’ 
Did  life  mean  that  one  person  did  the  wrong — and  another  was 
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punished  terribly  for  it’  Though  I  was  the  Sun-God’s  own  son, 
how  many  slaps  and  blows  bad  I  not  had  to  endure’  Could  it  be 
that  life  had  surrounded  my  golden  head  with  flames  to  make  sure 
I  would  never  forget  I  was  born  in  a  womb  of  fire’ 

Son  of  a  charioteer’  No,  son  of  the  Sun-God'  Son  of  Radha’ 
No,  son  of  Kunti  The  one-hundred  and-first  Kaurava’  No,  the 
first  Pandava  I  myself  couldn’t  make  out  who  I  was,  where  I  came 
from,  where  I  was  heading  Because  Sri  Krishna  was  saying  it,  I 
had  to  accept  it  as  true,  otherwise 

“Kama,  by  unknowingly  always  taking  the  side  of  the  Kauravas 
you  have  allowed  your  life  to  be  wasted  away — wasted  away  for  no 
reason  at  all  You’ve  always  opposed  the  Pandavas  You  have 
hated  your  own  brothers  Now  that  you  know  the  truth,  are  you 
going  to  carry  on  in  the  same  way’  Remember  growth  and 
prosperity  are  the  goals  of  life  Till  today  you  have  been  in  chains 
Your  fame’s  been  extraordinary,  but  your  mind’s  just  stagnated 
I — I,  your  maternal  cousin,  am  calling  you  Come  with  me,  return 
to  your  home  Return  to  your  own  blood,  to  the  Pandavas,  to  your 
brothers  and  friends  ’’  He  said  this  with  his  finger  pointed  towards 
Upaplavya 

Listening  to  him,  I  simply  could  not  fathom  why  cruel  Kala  had 
planted  the  mango  tree  of  my  life  in  thorny  and  rocky  soil  I  was 
utterly  restless  Should  I  betray  the  Kauravas  in  their  hour  of 
crisis’  Should  I  stab  in  the  back  Duryodhana  who  had  in  a  single 
night  transported  my  life-lotus  from  the  swamp  of  my  chanoteer- 
existence  to  the  royal  throne,  and  defect  to  the  Pandavas’  Should  I 
spurn  Radha-mata  who  had  given  more  importance  to  my  joys  and 
sorrows  than  those  of  her  own  son,  and  run  to  the  embrace  of 
Kunti  Devi’  No,  no,  I  am  not  Kunti’s  son,  I  am  Radha’s  son  No,  I 
am  not  the  son  of  the  Sun  God,  I  am  the  son  of  a  charioteer  My 
life  is  what  my  samskaras  have  made  it  What  fate  has  shown  is  my 
life’s  direction 

“Kama,  don’t  brood  too  much  Come  with  me  in  my  chanot  and 
let’s  go  to  Upaplavya  According  to  the  Dharma  shastras,  you  are 
the  illegitimate  son  of  Maharaja  Pandu,  the  eldest  of  the 
Pandavas  By  associating  with  Brahmins  learned  in  the  Vedas,  you 
have  gained  much  knowledge  of  Dharma  Through  brahmacharya, 
nrg/i>a-offenngs,  self-control,  giving  chanties  and  other  ways  you 
have  reached  the  highest  level  of  altainmcnl  Each  Pandava  excels 
in  a  particular  field  But  you  arc  expert  in  all  fields  The  title  that 
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does  you  real  credit  is  that  of  ‘eldest  Pandava’  Come,  Kama,  it  s 
still  not  too  late  to  take  the  right  path  Listen  to  me 

“Come,  return  to  your  mother  Kunti,  who  has  been  grieving  all 
her  life  Return  to  your  brothers  who  have  deep  love  for  you 
Because  they  are  your  brothers,  the  Pandavas  will  anoint  you  king 
of  this  entire  kingdom  Pure-white  feather-whisk  in  hand,  Yudhish- 
thira  will  humbly  fan  you  with  it  He  will  get  into  a  chanot  only 
after  you  do,  as  your  attendant  And  powerful  Bhima  will  respect¬ 
fully  hold  the  umbrella  above  your  head  Your  own  brother,  bow- 
expert  Arjuna,  whom  you  have  unknowingly  treated  so  long  as 
your  enemy,  will  be  your  chanoteer  Nakula,  Sahadeva,  the  five 
sons  of  Draupadi,  Dhnshtadyumna — all  of  them  will  unquestion- 
ingly  follow  your  every  instruction  They  will  meekly  obey  your 
straight,  lightnmg-like  words 

“Not  just  this — even  I,  with  all  the  wamors  of  the  Vnshni  and 
Andhaka  clans,  will  become  your  follower  Uddhava,  Balarama, 
Satyaki,  Ugrasena  and  others  will  respetfully  bow  before  you  as 
the  Raja  of  the  Pandavas  My  sons — Pradyumna,  Chanideshna, 
Sudeshna,  Chitragu,  Bhanusana  will  consider  themselves  fortun¬ 
ate  m  getting  a  chance  to  serve  you  Heroic  Abhimanyu  will  not 
nde  his  chanot  without  first  touching  your  feet  And  fragrant¬ 
bodied,  dark-skinned  Draupadi  will  accept  you  as  her  husband  and 
massage  your  feet  with  sandalwood  paste  Come,  the  heart  of  the 
lady  who  gave  you  birth  has  suffered  and  pined  for  seventy 
years — her  heart  will  be  soothed  only  when  two  tear  drops  fall 
from  your  eyes  on  her  aged  feet  and  gratitude  overwhelms  her 
Your  fame  as  Raja  Vasushena  will  be  drummed  not  only  all  over 
Aryavarta  but  in  all  the  directions  of  the  three  worlds  Early 
mornings  will  resound  with  praise  from  the  mouths  of  generation 
after  generation  of  Aryans  honounng  you  as  the  Emperor  of 
Emperors 

•  Or  else — or  else  mcmoncs  of  you  will  eat  into  the  minds  of 
crorcs  and  crores  of  Aryans  for  lakhs  and  lakhs  of  years  as  a 
person  who  sided  with  the  unjust  Kauravas  and  pushed  the  whole 
of  Aryavarta  into  the  abyss  of  war  out  of  naked  self  interest,  as  a 
person  who,  embracing  false  ideals  to  his  heart,  not  only  destroyed 
himself  but  also  sparked  off  the  doom  of  others,  as  a  person  who. 
m  spile  of  being  the  son  of  radiance,  chose  to  obscure  himself  m 
darkness  Come  with  me  into  the  chanot  ** 
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He  pulled  me  towards  the  chariot  Without  hesitation  I  dug  my 
heels  into  the  ground  and  insisted,  “No,  Krishna  It  is  of  no 
importance  to  me  who  is  remembered  how  I  do  know,  however, 
that  I  will  never  forget  whafs  happened  today  Knshna,  my  hand 
reposes  in  your  gentle  grasp  The  fact  that  I  am  the  son  of  the  Sun- 
God  makes  my  hand  shake  I  do  not  consider  anything  more 
fortunate  than  knowledge  of  this  fact  You  tell  me,  what  should  I 
do — should  I,  as  the  son  of  Surya  and  as  the  eldest  son  of  Kunti, 
follow  the  principles  of  that  divme  family,  or  should  I  go  off- 
course,  take  the  wrong  road*^  Does  a  ray  of  the  sun  ever  change  its 
path‘s  TTie  course  it  once  takes,  it  sticks  to  that  for  ever  Kingdom, 
wealth,  fame,  bonds  of  love — none  of  these  nooses  can  deflect  the 
sun-ray  If  you  give  me  the  kingdom,  I  will  place  it  at  Duryo- 
dhana’s  feet  If  the  Pandavas  become  my  followers,  I  will  turn 
them  over  as  attendants  m  the  assembly  hall  of  Raja  Duryodhana 
Kama  and  the  Pandavas —  it  is  possible  for  their  lifelines  to  mesh 
in  this  life,  but  the  lines  of  Kama  and  Duryodhana  have  been 
united  from  previous  births  Tell  me,  have  the  cowherds  placed  at 
your  feet  all  the  blossomed  flowers  of  a  single  branch‘d  As  a 
recipient  of  the  pure  affection  of  Duryodhana  for  me,  I  have 
enjoyed  for  years  the  pnncely  pleasures  as  vast  as  the  ocean — how 
can  you  expect  me  to  push  Duryodhana  inside  the  deep  pit  of 
betrayal,  and  side  with  the  Pandavas  out  of  sheer  self-interest  and 
love*^  Will  this  add  lustre  to  the  son  of  the  Sun-God’  Though  the 
daughter  of  a  mere  chanoteer,  Vrishali  has  been  my  life- 
companion  with  fragrant  feeling  and  concern — more  than 
Draupadi  can  ever  be — and  you  expect  me  to  discard  her  for 
the  scented  beauty  of  Draupadi’  Will  this  bnng  honour  to  the  son 
of  Kunti’  I  was  a  child  and  even  as  she  used  to  clean  my  bottom 
she  would  whisper  ‘Vasu,  Vasu’  and  lovingly  smell  my  head — how 
can  I  push  aside  that  Radha-mata  and  embrace  in  her  place  the 
delirious  Mata  Kunti-devi,  who  gave  me  only  the  gift  of  birth  and, 
even  before  my  umbilical  cord  was  cut,  cast  me  adrift  on  the 
roaring  waves  of  the  Ashva  River’  No,  Knshna,  it’s  not  possible 
The  fact  is  that  I  will  gladly  accept  outnght  death  but  I  will  not 
accept  this  kind  of  hornble  extinction  of  my  very  existence 
“What  really  surprises  me  is  the  strange  meeting  that  has  taken 
place  today  You  were  bom  a  Kshatnya  and  reared  unfortunately 
in  a  cow-shed  of  Gokula  Yashoda-mata  brought  you  up  I  also 
was  born — of  a  divine  origin — and  unfortunately  I  was  brought  up 
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m  a  stable  in  Champanagan  Radha-mata  brought  me  up.  Because 
It  was  your  duty,  you  had  a  fist-fight  with  your  maternal  uncle 
Kansa  Because  it  is  my  duty,  I  will  have  to  fight  with  my  own 
brothers  But  but  ” 

“But— but  what,  Karnat  Speak  out  plainly,"  he  said,  looking 
deep  into  my  eyes 

“Krishna,  you  have  left  Yashoda-mata,  but  1  cannot  leave 
Radha-mata  Never  You  have  forgotten  the  cowherds  of  Gokula, 
but  I  will  never  forget  the  charioteers  of  Champanagan  The 
crores  and  crores  of  people  of  Aryavarta  are  not  going  to  remem¬ 
ber  bitterly  generation  after  generation  a  Kama  who  pushed 
Aryavarta  to  the  bnnk  of  war,  a  Kama  who  out  of  personal  hate 
destroyed  others,  a  Kama  who  was  the  son  of  radiance  but  ended 
his  life  in  a  whirlpool  of  darkness  If  they  remember  at  all,  they 
will  remember  you  with  bitterness  What  kind  of  justice  have  you 
brought  for  me'’  Surely  you  are  not  denying  the  fact  that  you  are 
upset  with  the  gambling  session  of  the  Pandavas  which  led  to  their 
twelve-year  exile  with  one  year  more  spent  incognito'’  But — but 
do  you  have  the  least  feelings  of  sympathy  in  your  justice-loving 
heart  for  the  horrendous,  despicable  incognito  sufferings  which  I 
have  had  to  experience  without  even  taking  part  in  a  gambling 
match'’  If  you  had  any  feelings  at  all,  you  would  never  have  asked 
me  to  come  over  to  the  side  of  the  Pandavas  Knshna,  though  you 
are  here  as  a  political  emissary,  you  are  stimng  my  emotions  'This 
IS  bitter,  Knshna,  but  it  is  trae  I  say  this  frankly,  and  so  I  hope 
you  will  forgive  me  out  of  the  largeness  of  your  heart  You  are 
mighty,  you  are  divine  In  the  depths  of  my  heart  there  is  for  you  a 
love  and  respect  beyond  words  That  is  why  I  will  fearlessly  and 
joyfully  offer  the  golden  tnbute  of  my  body  in  the  maha-ya;na  that 
you  are  igniting  This  divine  maha-yojna  vnll  be  one  the  likes  of 
which  has  not  happened  before  and  is  not  likely  to  hapjien  ever 
again  Purushottama,  the  time  for  the  Pandavas  and  Kama  to 
unite  has  long  since  passed 

Go,  Knshna  I  know  that  you  are  the  Officiating  pnest  of  this 
great  yajna  'The  performing  pnest  is  ape-bannered  Arjuna  The 
valour  of  the  soldiers  is  the  ghee  poured  in  the  sacnfice  'The 
Brahma,  Indra,  Varuna,  Agni,  and  Shiva  missiles  are  fired  to  the 
chanting  of  mantras— these  mantras  are  the  maha-mantras  of  the 
yajna  'The  sacnficial  ladle  is  Arjuna's  Gandiva  bow  with  its 
indestructible  arrows,  and  the  lion-roars  with  which  his  son 
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Abhiman;^  inspires  the  soldiers  are  the  Sama-chantings  of  the 
yajna,  Bhima  with  the  sky-shattering  scream  is  the  udgata^priest; 
dharma-abiding  Yudhishthira  is  Brahma;  Nakula,  Sahadeva, 
Shamitra  and  valiant  Satyaki  of  the  Yadava  clan  are  the  attendant 
priests.  The  hubbub  of  the  war-drums,  the  sky-rending  peals  of 
conches,  and  the  lion-roars  of  warriors  are  the  sacred  shlokas 
chanted  during  the  sacrifice.  The  flagpoles,  the  chariot-axles,  and 
the  seats  atop  of  elephants  are  the  slakes  to  which  the  sacrificial 
beasts  are  tied.  Maces,  swords,  arrows,  tridents,  spears,  shields 
are  the  sacred  kusha  grass.  Raja  Duryodhana  has  treated  his 
Kaurava  army  as  his  wife,  and  with  her  he  has  taken  initiation  into 
this  divine  maha-yajna.... 

“And — and  I  will  smilingly  offer  my  golden  body  as  a  golden 
offering  in  this  maha-yafna.  TTiis  maha-ya/nn  will  have  no  equal  in 
past  or  future.  Krishna,  the  coui^e  of  my  life  has  brought  me  to 
such  a  state  that  I  have  to  refuse  even  you.  Which  is  why  the  heart 
of  this  cousin  of  yours  is  slowly  breaking  into  pieces.  Go,  Raja  of 
the  Yadavas.  If  you  can,  do  forgive  unfortunate  Kama.  The  life¬ 
lines  of  the  Pandavas  and  my  lifeline  are  completely  separate. 
Very  definitely  they  will  now  destroy  each  other.  Even  the  central 
figure  of  Kunti-mata  cannot  now  unite  them.... 

“Krishna,  fruits  are  filled  with  juice;  inside  are  seeds.  The  juice 
destroys  itself  to  nourish  the  seed.  I  am  like  that  juice.  Perhaps  it  is 
fated  that  from  my  self-sacrifice  the  seeds  of  the  Pandavas  will 
sprout  and  flower. 

“Go,  Krishna.  The  time  of  uniting  with  the  Pandavas  has  passed 
away  like  the  flowing  water  of  the  Ashva  River.  Now,  it’s  Kama  or 
the  Pandavas.  This  future  is  inevitable.  I  have  Jong  ago  gone 
beyond  the  merciless  frightening  curtain  of  death.  Son  of  a 
charioteer.  Raja  of  Anga,  hero  of  charities,  world-conqueror, 
bow-expert  Kama — will  not  fight  in  any  of  these  roles.  I  will  fight 
like  a  brilliant  ray  of  sunshine  piercing  the  realm  of  darkness.  My 
father  the  Sun-God,  my  mother  Kunti-devi,  my  maternal  cousin 
Sri  Krishna,  my  brothers  the  Pandavas — in  accordance  with  all 
these  relationships — as  brave  Kama. 

“Krishna,  the  Kama  who  gave  away  his  flesh-ear-rings  and  skin- 
armour  to  Indra  will  pierce  in  war  the  hands,  legs  and  armours  of 
the  soldiers.  The  Kama  who  ail  his  life  offered  arghya  to  the  Sun- 
God  will  now  kill  soldiers  on  the  battlefield.  The  Kama  who  all  his 
life  washed  the  feet  of  Radha-mata  will  now  wash  the  feet  of  this 
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sacred  land  of  Aryavarta  with  the  blood  of  heroes  Kama,  himself 
accursed,  will  today  offer  the  gift  of  heaven  to  all  Kama,  himself 
unhonoured,  will  on  the  battlefield  honour  all  the  others  Go, 
leader  of  the  Yadavas,  and  with  a  calm  mind  prepare  for  the  great 
sacrifice  I  have  one  more  prayer — never  reveal  to  the  Pandavas 
that  I  am  their  eldest  brother,  or  they  will  refuse  to  fight  against 
me  Go,  my  friend,  the  royal  jewel  of  Kama  can  never  be  fitted  in 
the  crown  of  the  Pandavas  Explain  this  to  them  in  your  sweet 
voice  And  accept  this  last  homage  of  the  son  of  a  charioteer  with  a 
large  and  noble  grace  Krishna,  1  have  nothing  left  to  give  you 
except  this  last  homage  ” 

I  stooped  to  touch  his  feet  Two  tear  drops  slipped  from  my 
eyes,  fell  on  his  clean  feet,  then  rolled  down  and  mingled  in  the 
dust 

“Victory  to  Kama,  Radha’s  son’”  He  lifted  me  by  my  shoulders 
and  embraced  me  warmly  A  flow  of  grateful  tears  streamed  from 
my  eyes  on  his  beautiful  blue*complexioned  back  When  his  tears 
wet  my  head,  I  felt  I  had  achieved  the  victonous  consummation  of 
my  life  I  would  never  again  experience  such  an  epiphany  of  good 
fortune,  glory,  and  auspiciousness 

Gently  releasing  his  hand  from  mine,  and  glancing  towards  the 
western  skyline,  he  slowly  climbed  into  his  chariot,  and  stood  on 
the  front  driver’s  seat  with  the  reins  m  his  hands  He  lifted  his  whip 
to  urge  the  white  horses  This  was  my  last  meeting  with  him  I 
wanted  to  place  before  him  the  last  poignant  sorrow  lying  in  the 
store-room  of  my  heart  I  wanted  to  be  free  of  everything,  like  the 
wind,  like  the  rays  of  the  sun 

“Wait,  Sri  Krishna*”  1  raised  my  hand  and  called  out  He  gazed 
at  me  in  astonishment,  whip  hand  transfixed  m  mid-air  Running 
to  him  and  placing  my  hand  on  the  chanot,  I  said  slowly,  “I  have 
never  asked  you  for  anything  Today  I  have  a  request  Will  you  do 
one  thing  for  me*’  Only  you  can  do  it  ” 

“Tell  me  what  you  want,  Radha’s  son,”  he  said,  with  raised 
eyebrows 

“Sri  Krishna,  tell  large-eyed,  dark-complexioned,  and  body- 
fragrant  Draupadi  that  one  broken  string  in  the  veena  of  Kama’s 
innermost  self  has  always  twanged  with  a  bitter  resonance  as  a 
result  of  her  disdain  But  ask  that  five-husbanded  lady  who  has 
nevertheless  attained  the  highest  peak  of  devoted  wifehood — ask 
Draupadi,  if  she  can,  to  forgive  Kama  ’ 


The  Death’Conqueror 


577 


Lifting  the  reins,  he  manoeuvred  the  chanot  towards  the  direct¬ 
ion  of  Vidura’s  thatched  hut  I  could  see  clearly  the  puffs  of  dust 
raised  by  the  whimng  wheels  In  a  little  while  the  dust  settled 
down,  but  my  mind’s  whirnng  thoughts  could  not  be  stilled 
Turning  my  back  on  the  thatched  hut  which  housed  the  Queen 
Mother,  I  walked  towards  the  palace  She  was  the  Raj-mata,  she 
only  gave  me  birth,  in  the  palace  was  Radha-mata — who  made  me 
into  whatever  I  was,  who  really  created  me 

12 


Sn  Knshna  left,  kicking  the  royal  goblet  of  my  life,  spilling  all 
over  the  sweet  milk  of  my  future  hopes  The  only  consolation  was 
that  his  holy  feet  had  touched  the  goblet  He  it  was  who  gave  me 
the  truth  about  my  birth 

Exposing  the  secret  of  my  life,  he  left  in  his  chanot  with  a  grace 
as  casual  as  the  one  with  which  he  might  accompany  the  cowherds 
of  Gokula  driving  their  cattle  to  graze  on  the  foothills  of 
Govardhana  But  I  had  become  totally  disturbed  and  upset  He 
had  come  as  a  political  emissary  1  refused  his  advice,  thinking  that 
I  should  not  get  tempted  by  his  bait  But — but  I  was  human  too, 
after  all  But  how  could  such  a  colossal  deception  leave  me  in 
peace‘s  What  was  my  fault  that  I  was  brought  up  as  a  lost  wild  tiger 
among  cattle'^  I  was  the  son  of  the  Sun-God,  yet  I  had  to  endure 
with  bowed  head  so  many  heart-rending  insults  from  lakhs  and 
lakhs  of  people  All  my  life  I  had  to  run  blindly  with  my  mind 
aflame  like  a  lit  torch  Wasn’t  my  life  like  the  sweet  water  of  the 
Himalaya-born  Ganga  which  becomes  saline  as  soon  as  it  reaches 
the  ocean‘s  What  was  the  need  now  of  the  magnitude  of  the 
Himalayas'^  What  would  1  gam  now  by  thinking,  /  nm  divinely 
born,  my  background  is  the  finest,  my  ancestors  were  illustrious  and 
honourable — however  true  all  this  might  be  Were  I  to  stand  today 
on  the  mam  thoroughfare  of  Hastinapura  and  scream,  I  am  a 
Kshatriya  too,  I  am  not  low-born,  1  am  not  mean,  not  despicable, 
would  anyone  believe  me*^  Who  was  responsible  for  this  malicious 
twist  in  my  hfe*^  Where  was  the  person  to  whom  I  could  lay  bare 
the  frustrations  of  my  life*^  Who  was  X  fighting  for*^  How  far  could  I 
go,  espousing  a  lie  and  mocking  the  future'^  The  old  was  all  broken 
and  scattered,  the  new  was  out  of  reach  Gushing  from  rugged 
rocks,  had  the  Ashva  River  of  my  life  reached  complete  stagnation 
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after  encountering  the  battering  confusions  of  the  Nishadha 
mountain?  What  was  there  ieft  now  to  experience  except  death? 

At  a  time  when  I  had  to  face  hill-huge  problems  with  iion-iike 
courage  and  stand  stable,  exactly  then  I  was  tom  by  conflicting 
thoughts.  Not  one  option  was  available  that  would  calm  the  turbu¬ 
lence  of  my  mind.  On  all  four  sides  only  the  deep  pits  of  vain 
thoughts — the  same  old  things,  which  now  appeared  repulsive  to 
me,  and  which  emasculated  my  selfhood.  They  were  impractical, 
without  any  shakti,  devoid  of  dignity,  ignorant  of  the  atman,  even 
destructive  of  the  atman.  These  thoughts  included  Draupadi’s 
supreme  insult,  the  hatred  of  the  Pandavas,  my  vow  to  kill 
Arjuna  What  was  I  to  do’  Where  was  I  to  go? 

I  stared  at  the  hill  on  the  western  horizon  and  thought-  At  least 
my  father  the  Sun-God,  who  has  been  filling  the  universe  with  light 
for  crores  and  crores  of  years,  will  provide  me  with  fortitude  and 
consolation.  His  warm  sunrays,  which  embraced  Hastmapura, 
spoke  clearly  to  me:  “Kama,  don’t  lose  hope  Can  a  diamond, 
even  if  lying  in  the  dust,  give  off  rays  of  darkness?  My  radiance 
that  is  lying  latent  in  your  body  will  flood  the  world  one  day  You 
will  walk  with  pnde,  as  the  leader  of  all  And  even  Sn  Krishna  will 
bow  before  you  Just  keep  one  thing  in  mind — cast  off  your  doubts 
and  confusions,  throw  away  your  ambivalence,  become  single- 
minded  There  is  only  one  way  Fight  as  a  Kaurava  ’’ 

My  mind  had  calmed  down  by  the  time  I  hurried  back  to  the 
palace  J  am  the  Sun-Cod’s  son — ^this  fact  alone  made  me  hompli- 
late  Dusk  was  falling,  and  the  chirping  of  cnckets  could  be  heard 
in  the  thick  clusters  of  trees  on  both  sides  But  their  shrill  cnes  did 
not  upset  my  mind  Leave  aside  cnckets — even  if  the  entire  world 
turned  against  me,  I  would  not  fear 

With  each  step  I  took,  the  meaning  of  the  basic  events  of  my  life 
became  clear  to  me  why,  for  instance,  did  my  body  heat  up  on  so 
many  occasions,  why  was  I  instinctively  drawn  to  the  performance 
of  arghya-offenngs,  why  did  I  possess  flesh-ear-nngs  and  skin- 
armour,  why  was  my  entire  body  golden-complexioned  I  had 
learnt  from  Knshna  the  reasons  behind  these  mystenes  Why  did 
Yudhishthira  stare  so  intently  at  ray  feet,  who  was  depicted  in  the 
intriguing  mural  on  the  palace  wall  of  fndraprastha,  why  did  the 
Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi  send  presents  at  my  wedding — now  the 
deeper  meaning  of  these  events  was  beginning  to  show  Still,  my 
mind  did  not  shudder  any  more  at  the  enormity  of  the  fraud  that 
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life  had  practised  on  me  I  was  not  agitated  any  more  Now  that  I 
knew  that  I  was  the  son  of  the  Sun-God,  I  was  confident  that  I 
could  even  grind  Death  under  my  feet  and  stand  on  its  head  Now 
there  was  no  perplexity,  no  not-knowmg-what-to-do,  no  doubts 
There  was  only  one  clear  road,  one  direction — to  take  part  in  the 
great  war 

As  soon  as  I  entered  the  palace,  I  called  out  “Shon'”  as  was  my 
practice  He  was  not  in  Had  he  been  present,  I  would  have  told 
him,  “Because  they  came  between  us,  I  gave  away  my  flesh-ear- 
nngs  and  skin-armour  a  long  lime  ago,  and  now  I  have  broken  my 
familial  relationship  and  become  truly  a  son  of  a  charioteer  I  am  a 
charioteer’s  son,  I  am  the  Sun-God’s  son,  I  am  a  Kaurava,  but 
but  I  am  not  a  Pandava  I  am  Kama,  but  not  the  son  of  Kunti  ” 
Hearing  me  call  out  for  Shon,  Vnshali  quickly  entered  the  room 
and  asked  lovingly,  “What  do  you  need*^’’ 

“Nothing  ’’  There  was  nothing  I  needed  from  anyone  any  more 
My  heart  was  bubbling  and  overflowing  with  satisfaction,  gratitude 
and  a  feeling  of  blessedness  I  felt  punfied,  as  if  washed  in  that 
rain*expenence  There  was  only  one  problem — not  one  word  of 
that  incident  could  be  told  to  Radha  mata,  Vnshali,  Supnya,  and 
my  sons  There  are  some  extraordinary  ecstatic  moments  in  life  of 
which  we  cannot  supply  even  an  inkling  even  to  loved  ones  who 
matter  so  much  to  us 

“Vnshali,  I  will  eat  my  heart’s  fill  of  sweets  today  Not  sweets 
made  by  you,  but  made  by  Radha  mata  ”  She  looked  surpnsed 
and  asked,  “Why*^  What  makes  you  so  happy  today*^” 

“Tell  me,  if  your  son  Sudamana  were  suddenly  to  appear  alive 
and  well  m  front  of  you,  would  you  not  be  happy*^  That’s  the  kind 
of  happiness  I’m  feeling  now  Don’t  ask  me  why  I  can’t  tell  you 
the  cause  of  my  happiness — ^just  as  you  could  never  explain  to 
Pnncess  Duhshala  Devi  when  she  put  you  that  question  about  me, 
remember*?’’  I  said  to  her  as  I  looked  out  of  the  window  at  the  full 
moon  up  in  the  sky  The  waters  of  Ganga  mata  gleamed  in  ihc 
moon’s  loving  light  I  wondered  how  infinitely  long  the  moon  had 
shone  m  this  way  and  how  long  it  would  continue  shining  like  this, 
but  no  answer  was  forthcoming 
Vnshali  left  to  get  the  sweets  prepared  Before  doing  so,  she 
personally  poured  the  ingudt  oil  in  the  stone  lamps  and  lit  then) 
Hadn’t  she  ht  the  love-lamps  in  my  hfc  exactly  like  this’  Wouldn’t 
the  heart  of  this  sweet  and  simple  girl  have  broken  at  the  feeling  of 
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her  own  inferiority  if  I  had  taken  her  in  my  arms  and  announced 
that  I  was  the  Sun-God’s  son*?  She  loved  a  chanoteer’s  son,  not  the 
Sun  God’s  son  Sometimes,  in  a  crucial  situation,  silence  is  best 
Having  had  my  fill  of  the  feast,  and  sliding  into  my  mouth  the 
pan  given  by  Supnya,  my  body  and  mind  felt  so  relaxed,  so  light 
The  mystery  surrounding  my  life  had  been  cleared  Vnshali  had 
the  shawl,  which  was  witness  to  so  many  sweet  memories  I  asked 
her  to  give  it  to  me,  wrapping  it  round  my  body,  I  stepped  out  of 
the  palace  for  a  stroll  in  the  moonlight  I  could  hear  clearly  the 
peals  signalling  the  first  watch  of  the  night  sounded  by  the  night 
guard  sinking  the  steel  plate  with  his  wooden  baton  Sprawling 
Hastinapura  relaxed  in  the  moonlight  In  the  elephant  stables,  an 
elephant  was  knocking  his  tusks  against  the  wooden  pillars, 
occasionally  horses  neighed,  and  cows  jerked  their  heads,  imtated 
by  insects  crawling  up  their  necks,  their  bells  jingling  confusedly — 
apart  from  these,  there  were  no  other  sounds 
I  reached  the  spot  where  Shon  had  dashed  forward  and  rescued 
the  kitten  from  sure  death  under  the  wheels  of  the  Queen  Mother 
Kunti  Devi’s  speeding  chariot  There  was  no  Shon  today,  no 
kitten,  and  Duryodhana  had  destroyed  even  the  chanot  There 
were  only  the  two  of  us  the  Queen  Mother  and  I  She  was 
probably  sitting  inside  Vidura’s  thatched  hut,  discussing  her  joys 
and  sorrows  with  Sn  Knshna  Living  with  cowherds,  Sn  Knshna 
had  developed  a  special  taste  for  nee,  and  he  must  have  asked  his 
aunt  to  prepare  a  rice  meal  for  him,  which  Vidura  ji  no  doubt 
would  serve  enthusiastically  All  the  scenes  appeared  vividly  in 
front  of  my  eyes  But  Shon,  who  should  have  heard  about  all  this, 
was  no  more  I  missed  his  absence  so  intensely  that  I  felt  unwell 
I  proceeded  on  the  mam  road  The  ashoka,  mango,  sal,  pipal 
and  other  trees  had  blocked  the  moonlight,  and  made  the  earth 
under  them  even  more  cunous  to  see  the  moon  An  intncate, 
artistic  chiaroscuro  had  been  created  by  stray  moonrays  that 
tnckled  through  the  leaves  I  was  suddenly  reminded  of  the  day 
when  I  returned  as  world  conqueror  to  a  shower  of  loving  wel 
come  by  the  citizens,  but  I  wasn  t  overly  impressed  by  this  memory 
nor  was  there  a  likelihood  of  my  being  very  impressed  Fame, 
accomplishment,  glory — these  passing  bubbles  no  longer  held  any 
fascination  for  me  I  approached  the  military  stadium  From  the 
entrance  I  could  see  the  platform  inside  from  where,  raising  my 
hand,  I  had  accepted  the  Sun-God  as  my  guru  Near  this  platform 
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a  snake-like  bitterness  between  Arjuna  and  me  had  begun.  Near 
this  platform  one  night  I  had  pierced  with  an  arrow  the  eye  of  the 
stuffed  bird  which  Shon  had  caught  during  the  day  and  hung  on  the 
tree. 

I  crossed  the  city  limits,  reaching  the  magnificent  sports  stadium 
which  Guru  Drona  had  ordered  constructed  for  the  competitions. 
A  brief  pause  there  brought  back  all  the  sharp  memories  of  the 
competitions:  the  arenas  where  so  many  weapons  were  wielded... 
the  impatient  wait  outside  the  entrance. ..the  applause  of  the 
spectators.. .the  piercing  of  the  target  by  Arjuna... the  handcJapp- 
ing...Shon’s  frantic  words. ..the  patraratha  bird  on  the  tamal 
tree. ..the  blue-lotus  garland  crushed  underfoot. ..the  feelingless 
hollow  sky  echoing  the  insults  hurled  at  the  charioteer’s  son.  All 
appeared  in  such  clarity  before  roe.  But  they  had  no  power  to 
influence  me  any  more.  My  mind’s  courtyard  was  no  longer  blank 
to  receive  the  a(panu-designs  of  such  events.  It  was  now  filled  with 
thoughts  of  terrifying,  total  war. 

I  reached  the  bank  of  the  Ganga  at  midnight.  The  moon  in  the 
sky  was  directly  atop  my  head.  A  black  spot  appeared  on  the  face 
of  the  sky-moon  when  it  saw  the  reflected  Ganga-moon.  Greyish 
clouds  sporadically  surrounded  it. 

I  seated  myself  on  a  large  stone  slab.  Untying  the  silver  amulet 
around  my  arm  given  me  by  Radha-mata,  I  slowly  slid  it  in  the 
water.  Bobbing  on  the  waves,  the  amulet  floated  away  into  the 
distance,  beyond  sight,  wanting  to  ask  the  Ganga,  “Tell  me,  arc 
the  waves  of  the  Ganga  more  in  number  than  the  significant  events 
that  I  have  witnessed  in  the  life  of  my  master?” 

Lifting  my  hand  and  bidding  farewell  to  the  amulet,  I  returned 
to  the  palace.  With  a  serene  mind,  I  wen!  off  to  sleep  in  the  ancient 
room  of  the  kings  of  the  solar  dynasty. 
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Dawn  broke  with  the  trumpeting  of  elephants.  Looking  out  of 
the  window,  I  could  sec  the  camps  of  massive  armies  of  v'arious 
lands  on  all  four  sides.  I  was  struck  by  the  preparedness  of  Dur>’o- 
dhana.  He  had  sent  urgent  messages  to  his  emissaries  uho  Vrcrc 
searching  for  the  Pandavas  and  they  had  skilfully  persuaded  the 
armies  to  come  o\er  to  Duryodbana's  side. 
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Magadha,  Madra,  Chedi,  Avanti,  Kuhnda,  Sindha,  KaUnga  and 
other  kingdoms’  flags  surrounded  Hastinapura.  The  flag  of 
Dvanka  was  nowhere  visible  among  them.  Duryodhana  probably 
had  no  idea  of  the  importance  of  the  Yadavas.  Hoping  to  dispel  his 
lack  of  knowledge  by  sending  him  immediately  to  Dvanka,  I 
hurried  out  of  the  palace  exactly  as  I  was 
The  minister,  Grandsire  Bhishma,  Uncle  Sanjaya,  Duhshasana, 
Uncle  Shakuni,  Jayadratha— all  of  them  were  intent  on  their 
work  Duryodhana  had  sentimentally  impressed  on  them  the  fact 
that  they  were  living  off  the  kindness  of  the  Kurus.  Inspired  by 
political  fervour,  those  mighty  warriors  were  looking  after  their 
different  regiments,  without  any  shirking  No  one  appeared  in  any 
way  afraid 

“Duryodhana,  why  did  you  forget  the  Yadavas  at  the  time  you 
were  preparing  for  the  great  war'^”  I  asked  Duryodhana,  while  he 
was  finalising  with  Duhshasana  the  food-arrangements  for  the 
armies 

“No,  Kama  I  will  on  no  account  go  to  meet  Sri  Krishna,”  he 
said,  standing  up  stiffly 

“It’s  no  more  a  question  of  what  you  would  like  to  do  It’s 
something  that  concerns  the  huge  armies  that  have  encamped 
around  Hastinapura  You  will  have  to  proceed  to  Dvanka,  not  as 
Duryodhana  but  as  the  man  conducting  the  war  ” 

“Kama,  this  ” 

“This  that  I’m  not  going  to  listen  to  one  more  word  from 
you  If  you  need  me  in  this  war — then  you  must  go  to  Dvanka  and 
persuade  Sri  Krishna  over  to  your  side  Remember,  you  have  to 
bring  Sri  Krishna,  not  his  seven-a/c5/?flM/»n»-strong  army,  to  your 
side  ” 

“Kama,  you  still  have  fond  hopes  of  seeing  Sn  Krishna  on  our 
side,”  he  said,  creasing  his  brow 

“Yes,  but  only  if  you  abase  yourseff  before  him,  if  you  beg  his 
forgiveness  Only  then  ”  I  had  full  faith  In  Sn  Knshna’s  largeness 
of  heart 

“Impossible  He  will  jqst  not  come — I  don’t  want  you  to  have 
any  false  hopes  I’m  sure  that  even  if  I  place  my  head  at  his  feet,  he 
will  not  come  And  I  am  not  the  type  to  go  about  ever  laying  my 
head  at  anyone’s  feel  ” 

“In  that  case  in  that  case,  at  least  do  this — persuade  him  to 
remain  neutral  And  not  to  leave  Dvanka  ”  That  was  the  only  way 
out 
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“Whatever  you  say  I'li  follow  your  advice  and  gc  to  Dvanka 
ril  make  an  effort  to  convince  Sri  Krishna  to  join  us  You,  Grand- 
sire  Bhishma,  Ashvatthaman,  and  others  stay  here  ana  prepare 
the  field  for  battle  Consult  the  Grandsire  and  finalise  the  'ules  of 
combat  Weapons,  chariots,  coats-of-mail  flags,  war  trumpets  and 
kettledrums— keep  them  ready  for  battle  Every  day,  without  fail, 
carefully  provide  the  gathered  soldiers  with  money,  food  and  soma 
rasa  ’ 

He  ordered  his  charioteer  Pratikaman  to  ready  the  chariot  for 
Dvanka  I  breathed  a  sigh  of  relief  It  would  suffice  if  he  could 
manage  to  keep  Sri  Krishna  neutral  The  Pandavas  had  become 
heroic  warriors  only  because  Sri  Krishna  happened  to  support 
them  Otherwise  they  were  no  better  than  beggars  in  a  prosperous 
kingdom 
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Hastinapura  was  bustling  with  war  preparations  Since  Duryo- 
dhana  had  left  for  Dvanka,  it  devolved  upon  me  to  attend  to 
weapons,  battlefield,  elephant  regiment,  cavalry — the  lot  Shon 
always  present  and  alert,  Shon  was  now  no  more  At  Duryo 
dhana's  request,  Ashvatthaman  stepped  in  to  fill  the  void  He 
accompanied  me  not  as  an  ashram  inmate,  nor  a  philosopher,  but 
as  a  warrior,  a  committed  fighter 

Duhshasana  was  personally  in  charge  of  looking  after  the  needs 
of  the  armies  that  had  already  arrived  and  encamped  Uncle 
Shakuni  was  totally  involved  with  writing  clever  communications 
to  the  rajas  to  persuade  them  to  join  the  Kauravas  Like  streams  at 
flood  time  rushing  with  the  speed  of  wind  to  the  ocean,  the  rajas  of 
the  neighbouring  kingdoms  converged  on  Hastinapura  with  their 
fourfold  armies  of  horses,  elephants,  chanots  and  infantry  The 
broad  banks  of  the  Ganga  were  dotted  with  countless  military 
encampments 

Ironsmiths  worked  noisily  to  produce  hundreds  of  thousands  of 
spears,  swords,  tridents  and  arrow-heads  Sparks  spluttered 
S>ces  tired  themselves  out  saddling  and  reining  the  horses,  and 
firing  the  bits  The  cooks  hardly  had  time  to  gel  even  a  wink  of 
sleep,  so  busy  were  they  preparing  cauldrons  of  food  Specialists  in 
the  art  of  restoration  of  damaged  chanots.  buzzed  like  honeybees 
w  ith  their  fine  repair  tools  Such  mounds  of  crushed  soma  creepers 
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had  been  heaped  all  round  the  dnnking-hall  that  from  a  distance  it 
was  difficult  even  to  make  out  the  walls  The  strain  of  weaving 
fabric  for  tents  dimmed  the  eyesight  of  the  bands  of  weavers 
Bringing  out  the  safely  stored  triangular  royal  standard,  they  used 
expensive  blue  silk  thread  to  weave  a  lacy  border  on  the  edges, 
and  in  the  centre  they  embroidered  a  gold-thread  symbol  of  the 
sun  The  learned  courtier  Vidura  personally  handed  over  the  large 
heraldic  flag  to  Grandsire  Bhishma 
“The  war  won’t  be  fought  the  way  we  want  it  "  Word  was  freely 
and  confidently  circulating  in  the  camps  that  Vidura,  who  made 
this  statement,  would  not  listen  to  anyone’s  plea  but  retire  to  the 
Himalayas  before  the  start  of  the  war  Before  doing  so,  he  would 
escort  the  Queen  Mother  Kunti  to  Upaplavya — this  too  I  had 
learnt  through  Prabhanjana  The  noise  of  brandishing  and  polish¬ 
ing  of  war  weapons  and  the  clip-clop  of  horses’  hooves  could  be 
heard  everywhere  The  war  preparations  were  in  full  swing 
Larger  than  any  other  concourse  of  pilgnms  to  a  holy  site  in 
Aryavarta  was  this  gigantic  gathering  of  war*pilgnms  around 
Hastinapura  Each  warnor-pilgnm  was  ready  to  beat  with  his  arms 
on  one  or  the  other  doorways  to  heaven  Weapon  piled  upon 
weapon  would  become  a  divine  staircase  leading  joyfully  to  the 
kingdom  of  the  gods  That  was  the  cruelly  just  demand  of  the 
impending  holocaust  1  could  daily  see  from  my  palace  balcony 
hundreds  of  thousands  of  self-confident,  stalwart  warriors  strutting 
on  all  the  city  streets  to  fulfil  that  demand  Day  by  day  the 
norma’fiy  snow-white  pure  waters  of  the  Oanga  turned  a  duhish 
muddy  hue  with  the  influx  of  new  arrivals  of  war  elephants  and 
cavalry  Hundreds  of  thousands  of  weapons  from  the  armoury  had 
been  readied  for  battle  All  around,  small  white  signs  indicated  the 
parameters  of  the  battlefield  Different-sized,  -shaped  and  -hued 
conches  from  various  kingdoms  were  on  display  on  wooden  plat¬ 
forms  In  different  parts  of  the  city  stone  lamps  were  kept  lit  till 
midnight  in  bedrooms  This  had  never  happened  before  Total 
crisis  descended  on  the  city  founded  by  Maharaja  Hasti  The  thick 
dark  cloud-fogs  of  the  month  of  Margashirsha  swarmed  around  the 
walls  of  the  palace 

The  Great  War’  The  third  Great  War  in  my  life  The  first  when 
all  those  rajas  fought  m  Kampilya  at  the  time  of  Draupadi’s 
svayamvara  The  second  when  Raja  Duryodhana  abducted 
Maharam  Bhanumati,  and  I  had  to  fight  for  him  In  both  these. 
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many  kings  participated  And  now  the  third  The  first  two  were 
fought  far  away  from  our  homeland,  in  others’  territories  Their 
consequences  did  not  affect  the  Kauravas  But  but  the  third 
Great  War  was  not  going  to  be  in  a  foreign  land,  it  was  very  close 
to  us,  knocking  at  the  gates  of  our  own  kingdom  of  Hastinapura — 
in  Kurukshetra  itself  Was  it  not  the  sensible  thing  now  to  resolve 
all  differences  and  stand  united  with  whatever  help  could  be  had 
from  whatever  source*^  All  my  thinking  Jed  to  this  single  conclus¬ 
ion  There  was  no  vacillation  now  1  was  ready  to  follow  the  call, 
having  accepted  the  reality  of  the  situation  I  was  building  up 
confidence  in  others  The  priority  was  to  see  that  the  tree  of  the 
Kaurava  kingdom  was  firmly  planted  in  the  soil  and  stood  beacon- 
straight  Only  then  could  the  nests  of  Kama,  Duryodhana, 
Ashvatthaman,  Dhritarashtra  and  Grandsire  Bhishma  feel  secure 
and  safe  First  the  land,  the  kingdom,  then  any  concern  for  the 
individual  citizen  If  we,  the  Kauravas,  thousands  of  us,  stood 
united  hand  in  hand  and  fought  with  a  single  will,  let  alone  the 
Himalayas,  even  the  further  inaccessible  and  allegedly  invincible 
regions  beyond  the  Himalayas,  would  easily  fall  under  our  control 
Grandsire  Bhishma,  through  his  emissaries,  laid  down  the  rules 
of  war  after  consultations  with  the  Pandavas  Putting  aside  their 
differences,  Ashvatthaman  and  Duhshasana  explained  the  rules  to 
thousands  of  assembled  warriors 
“Never  pick  up  and  use  a  weapon  once  fallen  on  the  ground 
Never  attack  the  weaponless,  the  unchanoled,  the  dead,  and  the 
one  who  has  surrendered  Never  kiH  those  who  cremate  the  dead, 
who  serve  soma-rasa,  who  cook  food  Foot-soldier  will  battle  only 
with  foot-soldier,  cavalry  with  cavalry,  cicphant-warnor  with 
elephant-warrior,  mace-wicldcr  with  macc-wieldcr,  swordsman 
with  swordsman,  chanot-hcro  with  chanot-hero  This  is  the 
conduct  of  warfare  for  every  soldier  Never  forget  to  lay  down 
arms  at  sunset  ’’  These  and  similar  advices  were  offered  by  them  to 
the  armies  To  ensure  that  no  mistake  was  made,  they  made  the 
soldiers  rehearse  the  rules  In  spite  of  the  bitter  cold  of 
Margashirsha,  the  temperature  of  the  city  was  warm 

Draupadi’s  brother  Dhnshlad>umna,  representing  the 
Panda\as,  arnved  in  Kurukshetra  to  stud}  the  logistics  of  the 
battlefield  So  did  Grandsire  Bhishma,  from  Hastinapura 

Deciding  on  the  battle  positions  of  the  clephinis.  ca>3lr>» 
foot-soldiers,  and  chariots,  without  c>cn  a  momcni  s  sta)  in 
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Hastinapura  itself,  meeting  the  Queen  Mother  Kunti  in  Vidura’s 
thatched  hut  as  he  passed  by  that  way,  Dhnshtadyumna  went  to 
Upaplavya  Seeing  the  mapped-oul  battlefield,  Satyasena 
observed  worriedly  that  it  sloped  towards  the  south  To  check  the 
truth  of  this,  I  myself  went  to  the  field  He  was  right  No  matter 
how  much  filling  was  done,  it  would  not  be  possible  to  level  out  the 
southern  part  of  the  field  of  battle,  because  it  was  an  exceptionally 
large  area 

Leaving  aside  the  question  of  levelling  the  battlefield,  how  was 
my  own  life  going  to  be  levelled*^ 

The  fifth  day  of  Margashirsha  passed  The  biting  cold  abated 
From  my  balcony,  I  was  eager  to  get  a  glimpse  of  Sri  Knshna  in  the 
chariot  of  Dvarika  returning  Duryodhana  as  he  entered  the  city 
Behind  him,  the  sewen-akshauhim-stTong  Yadava  army  entered 
the  city,  but  there  was  no  sign  of  Sri  Krishna  Could  it  be  that  he 
had  succeeded  in  ensuring  the  neutrality  of  Sri  Krishna*^  He  is 
certainly  clever  enough  to  do  so — thinking  this,  I  went  to  welcome 
him  But  he  had  returned  from  Dvarika  half-successful — no,  not 
successful  at  all — a  total  unsuccess  Sn  Knshna  had  thwarted  his 
political  shrewdness  “I  on  one  side,  weaponless,  on  the  other,  a 
fully  armed  seven-akj/iau/imi-strong  Yadava  army — choose  which 
one  you  want  ”  He  placed  this  puzzling  choice  before  Duryo¬ 
dhana  Ignonng  my  careful  advice,  Duryodhana  chose  the  Yadava 
army 

“I  want  only  you — whether  weaponless,  or  with  arms  tied,  or 
silent — but  if  you  do  not  wish  to  come,  please  remain  in 
Dvarika — 1  do  not  want  your  Yadava  army  ”  Duryodhana  said 
nothing  like  this  to  bind  Sn  Knshna  Instead,  he  ran  to  me  to 
announce  how  he  had  succeeded  with  his  diplomatic  insight  in 
manoeuvring  fifteen  lakhs  of  Yadava  soldiers  to  Hastinapura 
“Kama,  weaponless  Sn  Knshna  and  the  flagpole  on  Arjuna’s 
chariot — what’s  the  difference*^  He  will  be  Arjuna’s  charioteer, 
that’s  all  Instead  of  wielding  arms,  he  will  hold  the  reins  and  whip 
Ha%e  we  any  shortage  of  chanoteers  among  us*^  I  have  made  the 
Kaurava  army  invincibly  strong  by  bringing  these  fifteen  lakhs  of 
Yadava  soldiers  to  our  side  Or  don’t  you  think  50*^” 

“Don’t  you  know,  your  majesty,  that  the  most  effective  weapon 
in  war  is  known  as  Intelligence  It  is  true  that  Sn  Knshna  who  will 
act  as  charioteer  of  Arjuna  will  only  be  holding  the  reins,  but 
didn’t  you  realise  that  he  will  not  be  reining  in  his  tongue*^  The 
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least  you  could  have  done  was  to  get  him  to  agree  to  remain  silent 
while  driving  the  chariot  *’  This  is  what  I  wanted  to  sav  to  that 
monarch  acclaimed  for  his  political  shrewdness,  but  I  kept  silent 
The  career  of  Raja  Duryodhana  of  the  powerful  kingdom  of 
Hastinapura  was  not  particularly  distinguished  by  admission  of 
mistakes,  correction  of  errors,  and  building  up  of  trust  and  confi¬ 
dence  There  Seemed  to  be  no  way  out  of  the  pitfalls  and  no  light 
at  the  end  of  the  tunnel  of  a  self-created  war  of  problems  ignited 
around  oneself,  of  senile,  visionless  policy-making  in  the  hands  of 
Grandsire  Bhishma  and  Guru  Drona,  and  the  total  lack  of  unity  at 
a  time  of  crisis  Like  a  fly  trapped  m  a  web,  the  more  he  struggled, 
the  more  he  got  entangled  f  could  see  this  clearly  It  all  seemed 
such  a  mockery — he  and  the  political  path  he  had  chosen  I  was 
restless  for  even  a  glimmer  of  hope  But  Duryodhana  was  so 
caught  up  m  his  own  ego  that  he  was  not  ready  to  trust  anyone,  he 
was  thinking  only,  ‘T  am  the  only  capable  one,  no  one  will  be  able 
to  withstand  me,  I  am  the  only  one  with  brains  enough  to  run  the 
ancient  kingdom  of  Hastinapura  **  Even  my  suggestions  and 
advices  he  would  not  entertain  as  advices  and  suggestions  coming 
from  a  dear-as-hfe  friend  with  abounding  affection  for  him 
He  had  turned  up  with  the  Yadava  forces,  leaving  Sn  Krishna 
behind 

The  total  forces  now  compnsed  over  eleven  akshauhinis  It  was 
time  now  to  appoint  the  commander-in-chief  and  the  generals 
under  him  One  by  one,  the  armies  marched  towards  the  battle¬ 
field  To  the  south  of  Kurukshetra  clustered  the  army  tents  The 
capital  was  empty  and  desolate  Giving  permission  to  the  soldiers 
to  go,  the  ladies  sprinkled  water  on  the  threshold  and,  performing 
aratt  before  the  family  deity,  they  lit  the  eternal  ntual  lamps  I  also 
left  Hastinapura  in  order  to  look  after  the  armies 

All  the  hustle  and  bustle  of  the  capital  was  now  concentrated  in 
Kurukshetra  Like  clustering  honeybees  clinging  to  the  hive  and 
rubbing  wings  against  each  other,  lakhs  and  lakhs  of  soldiers 
collected  on  the  west  of  the  battlefield  of  Kurukshetra 

Anga,  Angaraka,  Alabdha,  Ambashiaka,  Alayudha,  Alam- 
busa,  Arshyanngi — these  rakshasa  lords  with  magnificcntl> 
ornamented  bodies  were  busy  herding  thousands  of  elephants  of 
the  elephant  regiment  into  their  apportioned  areas 

Anash^asa.  Anushalva,  Aparapla,  Achala,  Anshlascna,  Vinda. 
Anuvmda.  Angada,  Ach>uta)u,  Ashoka.  Ashvaketa,  Ashada, 
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Arjava,  Indravarman,  Ishvara,  Ugratirtha,  Ugramanyu,  Uluka 
and  other  learned  horse-experts,  after  instructing  the  horse-nders, 
were  totally  absorbed  in  lining  up  the  cavalry  in  single  rows 
Kshemadhurti,  Kshemasharma,  Bhagadatta,  Kritavarma, 
Bnhadbala,  Bahlika,  Niladhvaja,  Chiravasasa,  Dirghaprajna, 
Niyutayu,  Paundraka,  Dirghayu — these  illustrious  lords  of  the 
chariot  were  indicating  to  their  chanoteers  their  appointed 
stations 

Guru  Drona,  Kripa,  Shalya,  Uncle  Shakuni,  Jayadratha,  Ashvat- 
thaman,  Duryodhana,  Duhshasana  were  supervising  the  move¬ 
ments  of  the  vast-as-Ganga-m-spate  2,400,000-strong  army 

The  multi-shaped,  multi-coloured  flags  of  the  kingdoms  of 
Magadha,  Madra,  Bahlika,  Gandhara,  Avanti,  Nishadha,  Sindha, 
Kahnga,  Chedi  and  other  kingdoms  fluttered  in  the  sky  The 
waters  of  Kurukshetra-circling  Sarasvati  and  sluggish-flowing 
Dnshadvati  were  icy-cold  even  in  the  day  time 
The  army  tents  had  been  erected  m  an  orderly  fashion  After 
seeing  to  this,  I  returned  to  the  capital 
The  second  day  of  the  dark  fortnight  of  the  month  of 
Margashirsha  was  the  day  selected  in  Upaplavya 

15 


As  soon  as  the  day  of  battle  was  decided  by  Sri  Krishna,  discuss¬ 
ions  began  on  the  selection  of  the  commander-in-chief  Duryo¬ 
dhana  ivas  recommending  my  name  to  everyone,  and  Ashvac- 
thaman,  Duhshasana,  Uncle  Shakuni,  Jayadratha  and  others  were 
supporting  him  It  was  my  hope,  however,  that  Grandsire 
Bhishma,  being  the  eldest,  would  deign  to  accept  the  post  of 
commander-in-chief  But  if  they  all  preferred  me,  I  would  have  no 
choice  but  to  accept  It  was  my  duty,  therefore,  to  perform  anjah 
with  arg/iya-offenngs  before  my  father  and  receive  his  blessings 
These  arghya-offermgs  prefaced  the  battle  Father  and  son,  friend 
and  relation — it  was  not  desirable  to  be  involved  in  any  such  love- 
relationship  at  such  a  critical  time  Shraddha,  unity,  total  dedi¬ 
cation — no  other  emotions  should  be  allowed  at  such  a  time 
These  thoughts  engrossed  me  early  one  morning  All  around 
me  a  lifeless  peace  A  devotee  was  ringing  the  bell  m  the  nearby 
Vishnu  mandir,  the  gentle  vibrations  of  the  sound  wafted  off  and 
on  to  my  car  Every  drop  of  my  an/ah-worship,  as  it  plopped  m  the 
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nver,  seemed  to  ask  the  Ganga,  "Have  you  any  recollection  of  the 
number  of  anjalis  Kama  has  offered  in  his  life*?” 

The  Ganga  turned  her  face  and  with  her  countless  wavy  eyes 
wanted  an  answer  from  my  father  to  that  question  I  could  sense 
the  silent  dialogue,  neither  could  reply,  so  I  was  the  one  who  had 
to  speak  “Ganga-mata,  I  have  probably  offered  as  many  arghyas 
as  there  are  npples  m  your  waters,  and  Surya-deva,  I  have  offered 
to  you  as  many  countless  arghyas  as  there  are  sunbeams  Today  I 
am  only  adding  to  those  Please  accept  them  all  as  one  Does  a 
mother  ever  consider  her  son  a  burden,  a  garden  regret  its 
blossoms,  the  sky  its  stars,  the  mango  tree  its  flowers'^  So  how  can 
you  possibly  feel  as  a  burden  my  shraddha-filled,  bhakti-filled,  and 
love-filled,  even  overflowing,  anjalis  which  I  offer  you"^  You  are 
my  mother  and  my  father  O  Ganga,  you  alone  have  tided  me 
over  Surya-deva,  you  have  benefited  me  by  cautioning  and  warn¬ 
ing  me  when  problems  arose  1  am  your  son,  I  am  your  son 
Duryodhana,  Uncle  Shakuni,  Ashvatthaman,  Grandsire  Bhishma, 
Vidura,  and  Maharaja  Dhritarashtra — I  don’t  have  any  desire  to 
say  even  one  word  to  any  of  them  They  are  merely  co-travellers 
who  briefly  joined  me  in  my  journey  through  life  But  you  truly 
are  that  Supreme  Deity  for  whom  I  have  undertaken  my  troubled 
and  difficult  journey  Speak  to  me — tell  me  something,  anything 
Tell  me,  have  I  committed  any  blunder'^  Has  there  been  any  lapse 
in  the  performance  of  Kama’s  duties^  Was  I  being  selfish  when  I 
joined  the  Kauravas?  Though  not  a  Kaurava,  I  did  so  much  for  the 
Kauravas — did  you  do  anything  for  me  even  though  you  vi’ere  my 
father  and  mother"^  All  Hastmapura  says  that  cursed  Kama,  with¬ 
out  his  flesh-ear-nngs  and  skin-armour,  is  lustreless  How  can  I 
make  them  understand  that  if  dark  clouds  come  it  does  not  mean 
that  darkness  is  the  lord  of  the  world  Tell  me,  ‘Kama  is  a  victim  of 
misfortune,  Kama  is  helpless’ — does  anyone  have  the  nght  to  say 
that*^  Ultimately,  how  does  one  measure  fate,  ability,  fame’  Are 
they  measured  by  wealth’  Kingdom’  Achievement’  By  a  long  life 
lived  mechanically  for  a  hundred  years’  No  I  did  not  choose  any 
of  these  O  Ganga,  my  life  is  like  your  countless  lisping  and 
lapping  npples  Surya-deva,  my  life  has  been  like  your  thousands 
of  sunrays  bringing  the  gift  of  consciousness  to  the  world  Some¬ 
times,  ram  falls,  and  your  arrow-Jike  rays  become  white,  green, 
blue,  purple,  and  turn  into  the  seven-hued  rainbow  The  day  of  the 
tournament,  the  svayiimvara  of  Draupadi,  the  mamage  with 
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Vnshali,  the  gift  of  the  flesh-ear-nngs  and  skin-armour,  the  refusal 
of  Krishna’s  proposal — don’t  these  events  make  a  rainbow  which 
reveals  the  different  emotions  of  my  life'' 

“Give  me  strength  that  1  may  fight  m  the  approaching  battle  in  a 
way  befitting  your  name  and  my  lineage  Accept  these  anjalis  of 
my  deepest  devotion  ” 

One,  two,  five,  ten,  fifty,  hundred — the  anjali  water  trickled 
from  my  hands  into  the  waters  of  the  Ganga  I  was  oblivious  of  my 
surroundings  Little  by  little  my  mind  achieved  the  firm  stability  o/ 
the  Himalayas 

High  noon  The  Sun-God  exactly  above  my  head  The  sands  of 
the  Ganga  were  flaming  hot,  because  my  bare  arms  could  feel  the 
extreme  heat  of  the  hot  breezes  that  blew  over  them  Half  of  me 
felt  the  cold  waters  of  the  Ganga,  and  the  other  half  the  burning 
heat  carried  by  the  wind  Isn’t  it  true  that  life’s  joys  and  sorrows  lie 
juxtaposed  in  one’s  frame,  like  the  cool  waters  of  the  Ganga  next 
to  the  scorching  sand  on  the  nver  bank‘d  It  was  late,  and  I  turned  to 
emerge  from  the  river,  because  the  meeting  for  the  selection  of  the 
commander-in-chief  could  not  start  wihout  me 
I  walked  to  the  familiar  kadamba-tree  where  I  had  left  my 
shawl  My  mind  was  composed,  and  completely  untroubled  My 
soles  burned  the  moment  they  touched  the  hot  sand  What  if 
Duryodhana  insisted  that  I  be  the  commander-in-chieP  It  was  not 
possible  to  convince  the  entire  army  of  the  greatness  of  Grandsire 
Bhishma  How  was  it  possible  to  convince  Duryodhana,  without 
hurting  him,  that  the  correct  procedure  would  be  to  persuade 
Grandsire  Bhishma  to  be  commander-in-chieP  After  all,  he  was 
the  eldest  He  had  been  leader  of  the  Kauravas  for  years  running, 
and  he  was  the  most  suitable  candidate  for  the  post  of  commander- 
in-chief  1  would  fight  under  his  leadership  Mulling  over  these 
thoughts,  I  reached  the  kadamba,  and  looked  up  to  see  if  my  shawl 
was  still  on  the  branch  or  if  a  gust  of  breeze  had  swept  it  away 
What  was  it  that  I  saw — reality  or  a  dream'^ — the  doubt  was 
enough  to  make  sand-grams  of  memory  swish  across  the  desert  of 
my  mind  What  was  H  Was  I  still  m  the  waters*^  Was  I  standing  on 
the  sand  on  the  nver  bank‘>  Was  1  Kama,  or  someone  else‘>  It  was 
baffling  Many  heart-shaking  experiences  had  come  m  my  life,  and 
1  had  faced  them  with  tmth  as  my  witness,  with  patience  and  with 
fortitude  But  what  1  saw  in  front  of  me  was  enough  to  fling  me 
into  a  deep  pit  of  despair 
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It  was  the  Queen  Mother,  white-haired  Kunti-devi,  standing  on 
the  blazing  sand  m  the  shade  of  my  shawl  under  the  kadamba-tree, 
trying  to  cover  her  face  as  well  as  her  entire  body  from  the  Sun- 
God 

Just  the  darshan  of  her  set  the  wheels  of  my  life’s  chanot  dizzily 
spinning  So  many  events’  So  many  spokes’  The  bed  of  the  Ashva- 
river’  The  reed-basket  bobbing  on  the  waters’  My  parentless  child¬ 
hood  reared  in  the  shelter  of  (he  decaying  thatched  hut  of  a 
charioteer’s  family’  My  lonely,  sorrowful,  insulted  youth,  embit¬ 
tered  by  catcalls  of  “Son  of  a  chanoteer'  Son  of  a  charioteer’”  My 
entire  life,  slapped  about  by  the  cruel,  unfeeling  waves  of  events 
that  buffeted  my  battered,  broken  boat  And  the  humiliation 
that  descended  on  me  when  I  was  not  even  conscious  of  my  own 
dignity’ 

This  was  the  lady  who,  instead  of  fashioning  a  graceful  image 
out  of  a  slab  of  stone,  carved  instead  a  dirty  set  of  steps  which  were 
for  all  to  trample  This  was  the  lady  who  ripped  my  life’s  royal 
robe  into  shreds  and  merely  to  please  society  without  any  hesitat¬ 
ion  hung  the  stnps  on  a  thorny  upland  between  two  nvers  to  be 
displayed  before  all  and  sundry  Tins  was  the  lady  who  flung  my 
life’s  lotus  in  the  muddy  waters  of  Ashva  nver  in  an  attempt  to 
turn  It  into  mud  This  was  the  lady  who  took  a  royal  gem  worthy  of 
setting  in  a  crown  and  strung  it  beside  cracked  beryls  on  the  neck 
of  a  chanoteer  Why  was  she  standing  today  in  front  of  mc*^ 
Lady — mother — magnificent  mandir  of  auspiciousness — gracious 
glory  of  motherliness — holy  place  of  reverence  canticled  by  poets 
and  revered  by  ascetics — ^place  of  salvation  where  perfected 
mortals,  dedicated  seekers,  gandharvas,  charanas,  gods  and  others 
bow  their  heads — in  what  form  had  she  appeared  before 
What  was  the  difference  between  the  lady  who  stood  before  me 
and  a  lioness  who  devours  her  cub  at  birth‘d 

My  soles  were  aflame  on  the  blazing  sand  More  aflame  was  my 
heart  with  her  darshan  The  whole  cosmos  seemed  to  be  swirling 
and  screaming  to  me,  “You  are  a  chanoteer’s  son,  Kama,  a 
charioteer’s  son  ”  It  seemed  to  me  that  that  lady  also  was  blending 
her  voice  with  the  cosmic  scream  I  pressed  my  fists  against  my 
temples  and  shut  my  eyes  I  wanted  the  flaming  orb  of  the  sun  to 
fall  on  my  head  and  melt  me — ^what  a  blessing  that  would  be’  Even 
then  this  heartless  lady  would  not  think  twice  about  turning  back 
after  walking  over  my  melted  body — ^would  I  be  too  troubled  if  she 
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really  did  this'?  This  doubt  assailed  and  worried  me  I  opened  my 
eyes  and  wanted  to  shout,  “Go  awayi  Leave  me'”  She  remained 
standing,  under  the  shade  of  my  shawl,  like  a  shrivelled  figure 
This  was  our  first  meeting  together  This  was  the  only  time  when  I 
could  taunt  her  about  the  heart-rending  insults — “Son  of  a 
charioteer'  Son  of  a  charioteer'”— which  had  been  my  lot  It  was 
my  great  good  fortune  that  this  chance  had  been  given  me 
“Venerable  Raj  mata,  a  charioteer’s  son,  the  son  of  Radha, 
greets  you  ”  I  paid  my  respects,  kneeling  on  the  hot  sand  It  take  a 
soul  to  caution  a  soul 

“Kama'  Rise — please  rise — ”  She  placed  her  hands  on  my  arms 
to  lift  me 

“Raj-mata,  do  not  treat  me  with  the  respect  due  to  an  elder  1 
am  the  son  of  Adhiratha,  Maharaja  Dhritarashtra’s  charioteer  I 
am  not  a  very  fortune-favoured  man  If  I  were,  I  would  have  been 
your  charioteer  and  served  you  ” 

“Kama,  please  don’t  treat  me  as  royalty  Sri  Krishna  has  told 
you  the  whole  truth  Please  don’t  say  anything  now  to  hurt  and 
wound  my  heart  Son,  you  know  who  I  am  You  know  very  well 
who  you  are  Tell  me,  can  you  recognise  at  least  the  tears  in  my 
eyes — or  can’t  you’’”  She  covered  her  troubled  face  with  her  hands 
and  sobbed 

“Tears'  Tears  don’t  extinguish  the  heart’s  flaming  fires  Why 
tears’’  Even  if  you  break  your  head  and  come  m  front  of  me  all 
bloodied,  I  will  not  recognise  that  blood — not  now  My  life  is  a 
barren,  hot  desert  which  can  never  touch  your  cool,  royal  Ganga- 
life  Who,  after  all,  am  I,  and  what  am  P  You  are  the  Queen 
Mother,  the  fortune-blessed  mother  of  the  Pandavas  ” 

“Kama,  don’t  place  a  smouldenng  ember  on  the  aged  heart  of 
your  mother  by  calling  her  ‘Queen  Mother’  Come,  my  son, 
embrace  me  She  stretched  her  trembling  arms  towards  me  Her 
eyelids  flickered  over  her  moist  eyes 
“‘Mother’  Heartless  lady  who  wishes  to  be  called  ‘Mother’, 
your  heart  is  such  a  hard  stone  that  if  a  smouldenng  ember  were 
placed  on  it,  the  ember  would  become  eold  and  turn  into  ashes 
What  gives  you  the  nght  to  come  here  and  shamelessly  ask  me  to 
address  you  as  ‘Mother”’  Why  of  all  days  today  has  the  maternal 
instinct  ansen  m  you'’  Heartless  one,  you  who  come  here  pretend¬ 
ing  to  a  relationship,  don’t  you  know  that  my  mother  is  the  Ashva 
river,  the  Charmanvati,  and  the  Ganga’’  My  mother  is  Radha- 
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mala,  who  gave  me  shelter  in  her  dilapidated  thatched  hut  My 
mother  is  this  sacred  land  of  Aryavarta,  which  will  give  me  the 
peace  and  consolation  of  her  lap  Don’t  ever  again  in  front  of 
Kama  defile  the  punty  of  the  word  ‘mother’  by  uttenng  it  from 
your  stained  hps  You  can  go  Enjoy  yourself  with  your  five 
illustrious  Pandava  sons  To  attain  merit,  fast  and  do  puja  m 
Vidura’s  thatched  hut  Serve  nee  to  Sn  Knshna  and  plead  before 
him,  tell  him  that  Adhiratha’s  son  has  lost  his  head,  and  deserves 
to  have  Bhima  smash  his  skull  with  a  mace  Go  Your  wrinkled 
hands  do  not  hold  the  oar  that  can  stop  the  boat  of  my  life  that  was 
launched  on  the  Ashva  nver  from  rushing  to  its  destination  m  the 
ocean  of  the  universe  The  baby  son  whom  you  abandoned  even 
before  his  umbilical  cord  was  cut  has  today  become  the  doom  of 
your  sons — see  this,  and  weep  your  silent  tears  Try  doing  yourself 
even  for  a  few  seconds  what  I  have  done  all  my  life  Go  Kama  is 
not  your  son — you  are  not  his  mother  Even  an  enemy  will  never 
give  the  punishment  that  you  gave  to  an  innocent,  unknowing 
new-born  baby—- what  you  did  is  unforgivable  ” 

“Kama,  you  have  lived  too  long  with  the  Kauravas,  and  learnt 
to  speak  like  Duryodhana  and  Duhshasana  You  are  forgetting 
that  fate  has  given  you  a  masculine  heart  to  endure  your  temWe 
sufferings,  but  P — Arre,  the  suffenngs  I  am  passing  through,  they 
are  worse  than  death  Fate  has  cruelly  buffeted  my  life’s  bark  from 
my  childhood  and  made  it  dnft  as  it  pleased  My  abandonment  of 
you  was  not  the  rejection  of  a  son  by  a  mother  Countless  women 
are  always  yearning  for  sons  How  can  there  be  a  mother  who  will 
without  reason  cast  away  her  son?  But — but  your  birth  took  place 
under  such  circumstances  that  (he  only  way  to  get  respect  for  you 
and  me  was  this  My  son,  the  sorrow  I  felt  for  seventy  years 
separated  from  you  was  a  mother’s  agony  which  my  five  sons  had 
no  inkling  of  Sn  Knshna,  my  brother-in-law  Vidura-ji,  and  even 
Bhishma  were  given  no  inkling  And  today  you  are  unwilling  to 
understand  my  pain  Can  any  woman  see  my  separation  from  you, 
my  widowhood,  the  forest  exile  of  my  sons,  the  way  you  were 
insulted,  Draupadi's  distress,  and  today  the  way  brother  has  con¬ 
fronted  brother — and  not  go  insane’^ 

“Did  your  wonderful  father,  who  illuminates  the  universe  and 
provides  a  path  through  the  darkness,  ever  show  me  the  path^  Did 
he  even  brighten  your  hfe*^  No,  Kama  The  suffenngs  of  ordinary 
people  are  ordinary  also  Similarly,  the  suffenngs  of  extraordinary 
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people  are  extraordinary.  It’s  best  that  you  endure  everything  in 
silence.  You  have  done  that  already;  now  put  an  end  to  all  of 
them.  Come,  join  my  sons.  Let  me  see  my  dream  come  true — see 
you  crowned  by  all.  Come.  Only  to  see  this  dream  come  true  have 
I  for  seventy  years  filled  my  eyes  with  tears  and  kept  my  yearning 
ablaze.  My  son,  wicked  Duryodhana,  with  occasional  flattering 
words,  has  fanned  the  embers  of  hate  in  your  heart,  like  a  per¬ 
petually  burning  ya/na-fire,  against  my  sons,  your  own  brothers. 
Come,  quench  that  fire  with  the  joyful  tears  shed  by  your  brothers. 
My  sons  who,  on  my  instruction,  agreed  to  share  a  common  wife, 
will  listen  to  me,  place  their  heads  at  your  feet,  and  beg  sobbing 
forgiveness  of  you.  The  very  same  whip  that  Bhima  brandished  at 
you,  he  will  place  in  your  hands,  and  bend  his  broad  back  before 
you  to  receive  its  lash.  He  will  die,  but  not  utter  one  sigh  of  pain. 
At  the  time  of  your  coronation,  to  show  his  love  for  you,  Arjuna 
will  take  his  invincible  Gandiva  bow  and  exhaustless  quiver  of 
arrows  and  fling  them  into  the  blazing  yajm-ine  with  his  own 
hands.  And  your  brother  Yudhishthira,  who  has  always  talked  to 
me  about  your  beautifully-shaped  feet,  will  wash  them  with  sacred 
water  collected  from  all  the  rivers  of  the  kingdom.  And  my  modest 
daughter-in-law  Draupadi,  who  has  spent  her  life  looking  after 
others,  will  pass  the  rest  of  her  life  serving  you...  and. ..and  only 
for  you... my  innermost  soul  struggling  in  the  dark  cave  of  my 
personality  will  cast  away  its  body-garment  and  happily  seek 
admission  at  the  door  of  heaven.  Come,  Kama,  join  your 
brothers.  ”  She  shook  me  hard  by  my  shoalders. 

“What  hypocrites  you  all  are — ^your  brave  son  who  used  Indra  as 
a  decoy  to  rob  me  of  my  flesh-ear-rings  and  skin-armour,  who 
sacrificed  Sudamana  and  Shon;  your  daughter-in-law  who  spurned 
me  by  addressing  me  as  ‘son  of  a  charioteer’;  Bhima  who  insulted 
me  by  calling  me  a  charioteer,  the  same  Bhima  who  knows  nothing 
except  how  to  howl  when  he  gets  hungry;  and  you  who  thrust  an 
innocent,  unknowing,  helpless  baby  into  the  foaming  waters  of  the 
Ashva  river....  Even  if  all  of  you  agree  to  accept  me  as  brother, 
husband,  and  son,  you  are  nothing  better  than  total  eternal  frauds. 
And  you  expect  me  to  come  you  and  prove  this  to  be  trae?  Never! 
Even  a  deceitful,  wicked,  cunning  and  heartless  man  is  head-and- 
shoulders  above  a  hypocrite  and  a  fraud.  Go.  If  you  think  that 
wealth,  kingdom,  and  shows  of  love  can  change  a  man’s  views,  I 
will  place  all  the  wealth  of  my  world-conquering  mission  at  your 
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feet  .  Don’t  flourish  the  mask  of  a  pretended  love  for  a  son  in 
front  of  me  My  hands  which  have  held  the  whip  and  the  sceptre 
with  equal  ease  have  also  respected  you  Consider  that  as  your 
good  fortune,  and  leave  this  place,  now  ” 

“Pretended  love  for  a  son*  Tell  me,  in  my  chariot  made  for  six 
horses,  haven’t  you  seen  only  five  yoked*^  Don’t  you  remember  at 
all  the  silk  san  and  finger-protectors  I  gave  at  your  wedding‘s 
When  you  returned  from  your  world-conquest,  the  rishi’s  daughter 
placed  a  kumkum  tilak  on  your  forehead — or  have  you  forgotten 
that  already*^  When  you  arrived  for  the  Rajasuya  yajna,  wasn’t  the 
arm-bracelet  that  fell  from  my  hands  from  the  balcony  at  your  feet 
meant  for  your  son  Vnshasena’^  The  royal  sobbing  lady  m  the 
painting  on  the  wall  in  Indraprastha,  is  me — the  walls  of  Indra- 
prastha  will  tell  you  that  even  today,  or  don’t  you  have  faith  in 
walls'^  I  saw  your  lilustnous  feats  in  the  arena  and  I  was  not  able  to 
acknowledge  you,  and  my  anchal  became  taut  as  a  whip,  and  my 
blouse  was  wet,  and  you  can  listen  to  this,  and  yet  refuse  to  face 
the  truth  Tell  me,  will  you  believe  1  am  your  mother  only  if  I 
shout  It  at  every  crossing  in  Hastinapura*^  Tell  me*  Because,  if  that 
IS  what  you  want,  then  that  is  what  Dl  do  ’’ 

“What  does  it  matter  what  you  want  to  do*^  The  world  is  not 
ready  to  acknowledge  the  truth — and  I  do  not  need  such  acknowl¬ 
edgment  now  You  half-killed  me  at  birth  by  abandoning  me,  and 
today  with  these  words  said  and  unsaid  you  have  killed  me 
completely  How  is  it  that  today  of  all  days  was  the  only  auspicious 
time  that  you  could  find  in  all  of  seventy  years  to  come  to  me*^  Tell 
me,  supposing  at  this  time  Bhima  were  standing  where  I  stand, 
what  then'^  Wouldn’t  he  have  without  thinking  twice  struck  his 
mace  on  your  head  and  drenched  the  dry  earth  under  your  feet 
with  your  biood*^  Supposing  Yudhishthira  were  in  my  place‘s 
Wouldn’t  he  have  discarded  his  royal  robes  and  donning  saffron 
retired  as  a  sannyasi  to  the  Himalayas,  leaving  all  of  you  behind*^ 
And  your  hfe-precious  Arjona*'  Wouldn’t  he  have  slung  his 
Gandiva  bow  round  your  neck  and  shaken  you  up*^  But  but  I 
have  paid  my  respects  to  you  It’s  not  all  useless  courtesy  to  gain 
false  prestige,  I’ve  respected  you  because  of  what  Krishna  told  me 
about  our  kinship  But  what  have  you  given  to  me*?  Even  an 
enemy  will  not  inflict  such  terrible  pam,  such  horrific  deception  as 
confounds  even  the  wide-awake  Go,  Queen  Mother  A  woman 
does  not  become  a  mother  merely  by  giving  birth  Even  by  not 
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people  are  extraordinary  It*s  best  that  you  endure  everything  in 
silence  You  have  done  that  already,  now  put  an  end  to  all  of 
them  Come,  join  my  sons  Let  me  see  my  dream  come  true — see 
you  crowned  by  all  Come  Only  to  see  this  dream  come  true  have 
I  for  seventy  years  filled  my  eyes  with  tears  and  kept  my  yearning 
ablaze  My  son,  wicked  Duryodhana,  with  occasional  flattering 
words,  has  fanned  the  embers  of  hate  in  your  heart,  like  a  per¬ 
petually  burning  yajna-fire,  against  my  sons,  your  own  brothers 
Come,  quench  that  fire  with  the  joyful  tears  shed  by  your  brothers 
My  sons  who,  on  my  instruction,  agreed  to  share  a  common  wife, 
will  listen  to  me,  place  their  heads  at  your  feet,  and  beg  sobbing 
forgiveness  of  you  The  very  same  whip  that  Bhima  brandished  at 
you,  he  will  place  in  your  hands,  and  bend  his  broad  back  before 
you  to  receive  its  lash  He  will  die,  but  not  utter  one  sigh  of  pain 
At  the  time  of  your  coronation,  to  show  his  love  for  you,  Arjuna 
will  take  his  invincible  Gandiva  bow  and  exhaustless  quiver  of 
arrows  and  fling  them  into  the  blazing  ya/na-fire  with  his  own 
hands  And  your  brother  Yudhishthira,  who  has  always  talked  to 
me  about  your  beautifully-shaped  feet,  will  wash  them  with  sacred 
water  collected  from  all  the  nvers  of  the  kingdom  And  my  modest 
daughter-in-law  Draupadi,  who  has  spent  her  life  looking  after 
others,  will  pass  the  rest  of  her  life  serving  you  and  and  only 
for  you  my  innermost  soul  struggling  in  the  dark  cave  of  my 
personality  will  cast  away  its  body-garment  and  happily  seek 
admission  at  the  door  of  heaven  Come,  Kama,  join  your 
brothers  ”  She  shook  me  hard  by  my  shoulders 
“What  hypocrites  you  all  are — your  brave  son  who  used  Indra  as 
a  decoy  to  rob  me  of  my  flesh  ear-nngs  and  skin-armour,  who 
sacrificed  Sudamana  and  Shon,  your  daughter-in-law  who  spurned 
me  by  addressing  me  as  ‘son  of  a  chanoteer’,  Bhima  who  insulted 
me  by  calling  me  a  chanoteer,  the  same  Bhima  who  knows  nothing 
except  how  to  howl  when  he  gets  hungry,  and  you  who  thrust  an 
innocent,  unknowing,  helpless  baby  into  the  foaming  waters  of  the 
Ashva  nver  Even  if  all  of  you  agree  to  accept  me  as  brother, 
husband,  and  son,  you  are  nothing  better  than  total  eternal  frauds 
And  you  expect  me  to  come  you  and  prove  this  to  be  true‘s  Never' 
Even  a  deceitful,  wicked,  cunning  and  heartless  man  is  head-and- 
shoulders  above  a  hypocnte  and  a  fraud  Go  If  you  think  that 
wealth,  kingdom,  and  shows  of  love  can  change  a  man’s  views,  I 
will  place  all  the  wealth  of  my  world-conquenng  mission  at  your 
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feet  Don’t  flounsh  the  mask  of  a  pretended  love  for  a  son  in 
front  of  me  My  hands  which  have  held  the  whip  and  the  sceptre 
with  equal  ease  have  also  respected  you  Consider  that  as  your 
good  fortune,  and  leave  this  place,  now  ” 

“Pretended  love  for  a  son’  Tell  me,  in  my  chariot  made  for  six 


horses,  haven’t  you  seen  only  five  yoked*^  Don’t  you  remember  at 
all  the  silk  sari  and  finger-protectors  1  gave  at  your  wedding’ 
When  you  returned  from  your  world-conquest,  the  rishi’s  daughter 
placed  a  kumkum  tilak  on  your  forehead— or  have  you  forgotten 
that  already’  When  you  arrived  for  the  Rajasuya  yajna,  wasn’t  the 
arm-bracelet  that  fell  from  my  hands  from  the  balcony  at  your  feet 
meant  for  your  son  Vrishasena’  The  royal  sobbing  lady  in  the 
painting  on  the  wall  in  Indrapraslha.  is  me— the  walls  of  Indra- 
prastha  will  tell  you  that  even  today,  or  don’t  you  have  faith  m 
walls’  I  saw  your  illustnous  feats  m  the  arena  and  I  was  not  able  to 
acknowledge  you,  and  my  anchal  became  taut  as  a  whip,  and  my 
blouse  was  wet,  and  you  can  listen  to  this,  and  yet  refuse  to  face 
the  truth  Tell  me,  will  you  believe  I  am  your  mother  only  if  I 
shout  It  at  every  crossing  m  Hastinapura’  Tell  me'  Because,  if  that 
IS  what  you  want,  then  that  is  what  I’ll  do  ” 

“What  does  it  matter  what  you  want  to  do  The  world  is  not 
ready  to  acknowledge  the  truth-and  I  do  not  need  such  acknowl¬ 
edgment  now  You  half-killed  me  at  birth  by  abandoning  me  and 
today  with  these  words  said  and  unsaid  you  have  killed  me 
completely  How  is  it  that  today  of  all  days  was  the  only  auspicmus 
time^that  you  could  find  in  all  of  seventy  years  to  come  to  me  Tell 
r  suppLing  at  this  time  Bhima  were  standing  where  I  stand, 
w^Mhen’  'llouldn’t  he  have  without  thinking  twice  struck  his 

ruld^n  t  he  have  discarded^- -y^^^  """rd" 

rry^m^'r/.^^ous  Anu"a;  Wou.d";;„^^ 

Gandiva  bow  round  your  ^  cLriesy  to  gam 

have  paid  my  respects  o  y  Ugcause  of  what  Krishna  told  me 
false  prestige,  I’ve  respecte^oa  b^ 

about  our  kinship  Bu  ^  „  such  hornfic  deception  as 

enemy  will  not ternWe  pa.  A  woman 

confounds  even  the  wide  ’  „g  birth  Even  by  not 

does  not  become  a  mother  merely  oy  gi  ■  B 
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people  are  extraordinary  It*s  best  that  you  endure  everything  in 
silence  You  have  done  that  already,  now  put  an  end  to  all  of 
them  Come,  join  my  sons  Let  me  see  my  dream  come  true — see 
you  crowned  by  all  Come  Only  to  see  this  dream  come  true  have 
I  for  seventy  years  filled  my  eyes  with  tears  and  kept  my  yearning 
ablaze  My  son,  wicked  Duryodhana,  with  occasional  flattenng 
words,  has  fanned  the  embers  of  hate  in  your  heart,  like  a  per¬ 
petually  burning  ya/na-fire,  against  my  sons,  your  own  brothers 
Come,  quench  that  fire  with  the  joyful  tears  shed  by  your  brothers 
My  sons  who,  on  my  instruction,  agreed  to  share  a  common  wife, 
will  listen  to  me,  place  their  heads  at  your  feet,  and  beg  sobbing 
forgiveness  of  you  The  very  same  whip  that  Bhima  brandished  at 
you,  he  will  place  in  your  hands,  and  bend  his  broad  back  before 
you  to  receive  its  lash  He  will  die,  but  not  utter  one  sigh  of  pain 
At  the  time  of  your  coronation,  to  show  his  love  for  you,  Arjuna 
will  take  his  invincible  Gandiva  bow  and  exhaustless  quiver  of 
arrows  and  fling  them  into  the  blazing  yo/na-firc  with  his  own 
hands  And  your  brother  Yudhishthira,  who  has  always  talked  to 
me  about  your  beautifully-shaped  feet,  will  wash  them  with  sacred 
water  collected  from  all  the  nvcrs  of  the  kingdom  And  my  modest 
daughter-in-law  Draupadi,  who  has  spent  her  life  looking  after 
others,  will  pass  the  rest  of  her  life  serving  you  and  and  only 
for  >ou  my  innermost  soul  struggling  in  the  dark  cave  of  my 
personality  will  cast  away  Us  body-garment  and  happily  seek 
admission  at  the  door  of  heaven  Come.  Kama,  join  your 
brothers  ”  She  shook  me  hard  by  my  shoulders 

“NVhat  hypocrites  you  all  arc — your  brave  son  who  used  Indra  as 
a  decoy  to  rob  me  of  my  flcsh-car-nngs  and  skin-armour,  who 
sacrificed  Sudamana  and  Shon,  your  daughtcr-in-law  who  spumed 
me  by  addressing  me  as  ‘son  of  a  charioteer’,  Bhima  who  insulted 
me  b>  calling  me  a  charioteer,  the  same  Bhima  v.ho  knows  nothing 
except  how  to  howl  when  he  gets  hungry,  and  jou  who  thrust  an 
innocent,  unknowing,  helpless  bab>  into  the  foaming  waters  of  the 
Ash\a  nver  E\cn  if  all  of  you  agree  to  accept  me  as  brother, 
husband,  and  son,  >ou  are  nothing  beXXer  than  total  eternal  frauds 
And  >ou  expect  me  to  come  >ou  and  pro\c  this  to  be  true’’  Nocr* 
Hven  a  deceitful,  wicked,  cunning  and  heartless  man  is  head  and- 
shoulders  abo\c  a  h>-pocnic  and  a  fraud  Go  If  >ou  think  that 
weahh.  kingdom,  and  shows  of  lose  can  change  a  man's  views.  I 
Wilt  place  alt  the  wealth  of  m)  world-conquering  mmton  at  >our 
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feet  Don’t  flounsh  the  mask  of  a  pretended  love  for  a  son  in 
front  of  me  My  hands  which  have  held  the  whip  and  the  sceptre 
with  equal  ease  have  also  respected  you  Consider  that  as  your 
good  fortune,  and  leave  this  place,  now  ” 

“Pretended  love  for  a  son*  Tell  me,  m  my  chariot  made  for  six 
horses,  haven’t  you  seen  only  five  yoked*^  Don’t  you  remember  at 
all  the  silk  san  and  finger-protectors  I  gave  at  your  wedding‘s 
When  you  returned  from  your  world-conquest,  the  nshi’s  daughter 
placed  a  kumkum  tilak  on  your  forehead — or  have  you  forgotten 
that  already’  When  you  arnved  for  the  Rajasuya  yajna,  wasn’t  the 
arm-bracelet  that  fell  from  my  hands  from  the  balconyat  your  feet 
meant  for  your  son  Vnshasena’  The  royal  sobbing  lady  in  the 
painting  on  the  wall  in  Indraprastha,  is  me — the  walls  of  Indra- 
prastha  will  tell  you  that  even  today,  or  don’t  you  have  faith  in 
walls’  I  saw  your  illustrious  feats  in  the  arena  and  I  was  not  able  to 
acknowledge  you,  and  my  anchal  became  taut  as  a  whip,  and  my 
blouse  was  wet,  and  you  can  listen  to  this,  and  yet  refuse  to  face 
the  truth  Tell  me,  will  you  believe  I  am  your  mother  only  if  I 
shout  It  at  every  crossing  m  Hastinapura’  Tell  me’  Because,  if  that 
IS  what  you  want,  then  that  is  what  I’ll  do  ’ 

“What  does  it  matter  what  you  want  to  do’  The  world  is  not 
ready  to  acknowledge  the  truth — and  1  do  not  need  such  acknowl 
edgment  now  You  half-killed  me  at  birth  by  abandoning  me,  and 
today  with  these  words  said  and  unsaid  you  have  killed  me 
completely  How  is  it  that  today  of  all  days  was  the  only  auspicious 
time  that  you  could  find  in  all  of  seventy  years  to  come  to  me’  Tell 
me  supposing  at  this  time  Bhima  were  standing  where  I  stand, 
what  then’  Wouldn’t  he  have  without  thinking  twice  struck  his 
mace  on  your  head  and  drenched  the  dry  earth  under  your  feet 
with  your  blood’  Supposing  Yudhishthira  were  in  my  pl^ce 
Wouldn  t  he  have  discarded  his  royal  robes  and  donning  saffron 
retired  as  a  sannyasi  to  the  Himalayas,  leaving  all  of  you  behind 
And  your  hfe-precious  Arjuna’  Wouldn’t  he  have  slung  his 
Gandiva  bow  round  your  neck  and  shaken  you  up  But  but  I 
have  paid  my  respects  to  you  It’s  not  all  useless  courtesy  to  gain 
false  prestige,  I’ve  respected  you  because  of  what  Krishna  told  me 
about  our  kinship  But  what  have  you  given  to  me’  Even  an 
enemy  will  not  inflict  such  terrible  pain,  such  hornfic  deception  a 
confounds  even  the  wide  awake  Go.  Queen  Mother  A  woman 
does  not  become  a  mother  merely  by  giving  birth  Even  y  _ 
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giving  birth,  a  woman  with  good  nurture  can  mould  a  lump  of  mud 
into  an  idol  What  a  royal  lady  could  not  do,  a  lowcaste  lady, 
Radha  mata,  has  done  perfectly  Return,  royal  lady,  to  the  palace 
or  to  the  thatched  hut — go  where  you  will  You  were  a  confused 
mother,  and  you  will  remain  one  You  could  never  understand  the 
way  Rama’s  mother  Kaushalya  suffered  and  agonised  for  him  to 
the  point  of  death  The  supreme  boon  of  motherhood  which  you 
received  was  misinterpreted  by  you  as  a  hfe-long  curse  If  you 
haven’t  come  here  begging,  go  immediately,  go  far,  very  far  You 
have  no  right  to  stand  here  on  the  holy  bank  of  the  Ganga  ” 

“I  haven’t  come  here  to  return  empty-handed  I  am  here  to  take 
you  back  with  me  Kaushalya,  who  was  ready  to  sacrifice  her  life 
for  Rama,  stayed  back  in  the  palace  No  son  of  hers  sided  with 
Ravana  I  stay  in  a  thatched  hut  Why’’  So  that  I  can  go  about 
parading  as  the  Queen  Mother’  No,  my  son  Some  time  or  other  I 
will  be  able  to  wash  clean  the  stain  that  has  blackened  your  pure 
life — that  alone  is  what  has  kept  me  alive  all  these  years  And  if 
you  need  proof  of  my  mother-love.  I’m  ready  to  sacrifice  my  life  to 
convince  you,  by  making  the  Ganga  witness  at  this  very  instant 
But  please  don’t  side  with  Duryodhana  in  this  war  Don’t  consume 
your  own  brothers  in  the  fire  of  your  valour  ”  She  moved  swiftly  in 
the  direction  of  the  Ganga’s  bank,  intent  on  offering  her  body  to 
the  nver 

Though  firm  as  a  flag  pole,  my  body  trembled  Even  my  mind, 
made  strong  by  arghya  offenngs,  became  apprehensive 
"Wait'”  1  said  to  her  Like  a  royal  chanot  halting  when  the  reins 
are  pulled,  she  stopped  Going  near  her,  I  said  gently,  “Tell  me, 
what  IS  It  that  you  want''  What  can  I  do  for  you  without  betraying 
Duryodhana''” 

Give  my  five  sons  assurance  of  protection  They  are  your 
brothers— don’t  kill  them  I  am  your  mother,  yet  I  come  to  you 
with  outspread  anchal  begging  for  alms  You  have  given  your 
flesh-ear  rings  and  skin-armour  to  Indra,  you  have  provided  the 
suffering  and  the  needy  with  money,  food  and  clothing  Give  me 
this  little  at  least  five  lives  ”  Covering  her  agitated  countenance 
with  her  hands,  the  royal  lady  sobbed  It  seemed  to  me  that  my 
heart  was  breaking  into  pieces  All  the  events  that  had  fallen  to  my 
lot — had  even  Fate  ever  expenenced  what  1  have  experienced''  My 
own  hfe-giver  was  standing  in  front  of  me  as  a  beggar 
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What  blood-relationship  did  I  really  have  with  the  charioteer’s  son 
who  used  to  address  me  in  that  manner?  Nevertheless,  hadn’t  he 
given  me  all  my  life  the  vafcu/a-flowers  of  his  unchanging  love?  He 
was  gone,  but  the  fragrance  of  his  memory  lingered  in  my  heart 
like  the  scent  of  dried-up  vaJtw/n-flowers  impregnating  the  atmos¬ 
phere.  He  was  a  charioteer,  yet  he  had  showered  utterly  selfless 
love  on  a  Kshatriya.  And  1 — ^1  was  spurning  my  own  mother  who 
for  nine  months  had  nourished  me  in  her  womb!  I  was  rejecting  my 
mother  who  had  suffered  separation  from  her  son  for  seventy 
years!  Good  or  bad,  whatever  my  life  was,  wasn’t  it  what  it  was 
because  of  her?  Was  I  going  to  spend  the  rest  of  my  life  basking  in 
the  intoxicating  glory  of  my  elevation  into  a  commander-in-chief  in 
a  world  of  soldiers?  After  all,  she  hadn’t  made  any  very  huge 
demand  for  herself.  All  she  had  asked  was  that  I  address  her  once 
as  “Mother”.  Where  was  I  heading — I  who  had  all  my  life  pucti- 
liously  fulfilled  my  duties  but  today  was  unable  to  perform  a  son’s 
duty?  How  could  I  even  be  sure  that  she  would  meet  me  again 
sometime  in  the  future?  Why  couldn’t  1  understand  the  simple  fact 
that  a  Queen  Mother,  honoured  by  everybody,  had  come  and 
waited  so  long  like  a  helpless  bird  under  the  shelter  of  my  shawl? 
Wasn’t  it  true  that  the  headiness  of  fame  and  power  was  stronger 
than  the  intoxication  of  wine?  Who  was  whose  commander-in¬ 
chief?  What  kind  of  a  warrior  anyway?  What  great  chariot-hero? 
How  can  a  person  who  spurns  his  own  mother  ever  hope  to  attain 
any  kind  of  heaven?  Wasn’t  heaven  shraddha  for  one’s  mother? 
Wasn’t  that  the  desired  salvation? 

“Mother,  wait,”  1  called  out,  raising  my  arms.  Like  a  cow  in  a 
forest,  hearing  a  lost  calfs  call,  rushing  blindly,  tail  uplifted  and 
ears  cocked,  she,  forgetting  age,  place,  time,  occasion,  heard  me 
say  “Mother”  and  ran  towards  me.  Even  the  rolling  heat-waves  of 
the  burning  sands  seemed  to  me  to  fade  before  the  agonised  flames 
of  her  separation  from  n\e.  I  fell  at  her  feet  and  said,  “Mother, 
forgive  your  Kama.  Because  of  you,  your  sons  have  achieved  the 
highest  glories:  the  glory  of  happiness,  of  popularity,  of  majesty,  of 
pride  and  prestige.  They  have  surely  revered  you  again  and  again 
for  all  this.  Mother,  today  your  eldest  son  for  the  first  time  reveres 
you  as  a  son.  It  may  be  the  last  time  as  well.  Why  am  I  doing  this? 
Because  you...  only  you...  have  given  me  a  glimpse  of  the  highest 
glory — of  sorrow.”  Tears  from  my  eyes  washed  the  grains  of  sand 
on  her  feet.  Tears  from  her  eyes — the  pure  drops  of  her  soul — 
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dripped  on  my  head  Had  my  body  turned  into  a  fistful  of  sand, 
and  that  fistful  of  sand  merged  with  the  sand  on  the  bank— what 
great  difference  would  that  have  made,  now'> 

“Rise  ”  She  stroked  my  head,  and  raised  me  up  with  trembling 
hands  With  fear-filJed  eyes,  she  said  chokingly,  “You’ve  you’ve 
grown  so  tall,  Kama  You’re  taller  even  than  me  ’’  She  pulled 
me  strongly  into  her  large  embrace  I  felt  blessed  and  grateful — 
experiencing  in  her  short  frame  the  mother’s  heart  grander  than 
and  shaming  even  the  tallest  peak  of  the  Himalayas  Tears  ,of 
gratitude,  tears  of  beautiful  beatitude  fell  on  her  white  head,  as  if 
saying,  “Mother,  your  life  is  as  pure  and  white  as  your  hairs — no 
matter  what  the  world  says  about  your  abandoning  me  ” 

For  an  instant  she  laid  her  head  against  my  chest  Did  she  expect 
to  hear  my  heartbeat  throbbing  “Mother,  Mother”'^ 

Briefly,  the  hot  sands  under  our  feet  cooled  with  our  mixed  tears 
streaming  down  What  great  joy  this  sandy  spot  was  experiene- 
ing — a  son  of  radiance  meeting  again  his  radiant  mother — what 
else  was  there  but  this  hot  sandy  spot  to  inform  the  Sun-God  of 
what  was  happening'’  Waves  of  intense  heat  vibrated  skywards  to 
tell  my  father,  “Your  long-separated-and-sorrowing  son  has  met 
his  long-separated-and-sorrowing  mother  " 

“This  IS  the  truth  which  I  have  chenshed  so  long  ”  She  untied  a 
ring  from  a  corner  of  her  garment,  the  ring  which  on  my  return 
from  my  world-conquering  mission  I  had  placed  in  the  basket  of  an 
ashram  girl,  and  she  slipped  it  on  my  little  finger  The  ring’s  inset 
yellow  sapphire  glowed 

“I  must  leave  now  ’’  I  touched  her  feet  once  more,  and  made  my 
way  over  the  sands  And  she  moved  in  the  direction  of  the 
thatched  hut 

16 


“Hero  of  Chanties,  'World-Conquermg  Raja  of  Anga,  Maharaja 
Kama'”  As  soon  as  the  herald  announced  my  entry,  those  sitting 
inside  the  tent,  Niladhvaja,  Jalasangha,  Bhagadatta.  Sahadeva, 
Samitinjaya,  Mahaujas,  Hemakampana,  Sayammani,  Vipata, 
Ruchiparva,  Viradhanva,  Vasumitra,  Jayavarman,  Jayadratha, 
Pratapa,  Sutanjaya,  Darada,  Sunaman  and  other  military  chiefs 
rose  to  welcome  me  affectionately  Ashvalthaman  proposed  that 
the  commander-in-chief  be  selected  The  meeting  commenced 
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Quickly,  Duryodhana  stood  up  and  proposed  my  name  Many 
hands  rose  enthusiastically  in  approval  They  had  forgotten  that 
Grandsire  Bhishma,  vanquisher  of  axe-wielding  Parashurama,  was 
in  their  midst  So  I  rose  They  had  the  impression  that  I  did  so  to 
accept  my  nomination 

‘Tt  is  my  desire  that  Grandsire  Bhishma  should  become  the 
Kaurava  commander-in-chief  He  has  the  ability  to  vanquish  even 
Bhagavan  Prashurama  ”  I  removed  all  their  speculations 
Unanimously  they  hailed  Grandsire  Bhishma  as  their  leader.  The 
only  person  silent  was  Duryodhana,  because  he  wanted  me  to 
become  the  army  chief  and  I  had  frustrated  his  wish  But  he  was 
compelled  to  keep  silent  in  front  of  the  assembled  warriors 
Grandsire  Bhishma  rose  from  his  seat  and  announced  his 
acceptance  The  royal  purohtta  placed  a  white-flower  garland 
around  his  wrist  and  consecrated  him  commander-m-chief  The 
Kaurava  commander-in-chief  started  explaining  the  war  strategy 
to  the  chiefs 

“Remember — any  violation  of  the  norms  of  military  conduct 
deflects  the  course  of  battle  into  improper  channels  You  are 
seasoned  warriors,  not  professional  killers  On  the  strength  of 
your  unwavering  support,  1  promise  that  1  will  succeed  m  making 
Sri  Krishna  take  up  arms  That  is  why  it  is  imperative  that  the 
leaders  of  the  regiments  which  I  am  assigning  to  certain  positions 
should  on  no  account  shift  their  posts  without  specific  instructions 
ixom  me  Total  obedience  is  the  soul  of  victory 

“Pratikaman  will  head  the  chanoteers  under  the  supervision  of 
Raja  Shalya  of  Madra  He  should  note  the  fact  that  our  chariots 
total  240,000  Shalya  and  Pratikaman  will  see  to  it  that  there  is 
never  any  shortage  of  charioteers 
“Duhshasana  will  head  the  elephant  force,  assisted  by  the 
rakshasa  chiefs  Alambusha,  Alayudha,  and  Angaraka  Out 
elephants  equal  in  number  our  chariots  They  will  start  mounting 
the  canopies  of  all  the  elephants  from  today 

‘Shakuni  will  head  the  cavalry,  assisted  by  Sanjaya, 
Kshemadhurti,  Chirvasas,  and  Ashvatthaman  Our  cavalry  totals 
721,000  Without  their  express  command,  not  a  single  horse  must 
move  ^ 

‘  Duryodhana  will  lead  the  foot-soldiers,  assisted  by  Jayad 
ratha,  Samundrasena,  and  Indravarma  Our  foot  soldiers  total 
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1,203,000,  the  task  of  the  leaders  is  to  see  that  the  foot-soldiers 
never  come  in  front  of  our  elephant  regiments 
"Our  total  army  strength  is  2,405,700,  deployed  m  four  mam 
divisions  chariots,  elephants,  cavalry,  and  foot-soldiers  The 
gravest  duty  of  our  commanders  is  to  ensure  that,  even  under  the 
worst  of  conditions,  the  divisions  do  not  create  confusion  by  inter¬ 
mixing 

‘‘Foot-soldiers,  the  vanguard,  the  gw/mn-divisions,  the  gana- 
ranks,  the  vahmi-segments,  the  pritana  bodies  of  243  elephants, 
243  chariots,  729  infantry  and  1215  cavalry  each,  the  c/rnmn-bodies 
of  729  elephants,  729  chariots.  2187  cavalry,  and  3646  infantry, 
and  the  fl/in/cmi-groups — each  akshauhmi  consisting  of  these  will 
proudly  march  to  victory,  following  strict  orders  The  major  res¬ 
ponsibility  in  this  battle  will  fall  on  the  chariot-ranks  So  I  will  now 
enumerate  thp  maha-chanot-warnors,  the  ati-rathis,  the  ardha- 
rathtSy  and  the  ordinary  chariot-fighters  Drona  and  Knpa  are  the 
maha-chanot-warnors  in  over-all  control  of  the  chariot-force 
"Ashvatthaman,  Jayadratha,  Shakuni,  Duryodhana, 
Duhshasana,  Vikarna,  Shalya,  Chitrasena,  Vivmshati,  Duhsaha, 
Jaya,  Satyavrata  and  Purumitra  are  maha-chanot-warnors, 
entitled  to  lead  the  chanots  at  any  time  they  wish 
"Kshemadhurti,  Lakshmana,  Vmda,  Anuvinda,  Aparajita, 
Uluka.  Sahadeva,  and  Bhagadatta  are  ati-rathts  who  will  follow  as 
they  advance,  giving  support  from  the  rear 
“Kuhara,  Karakaksha,  Ambashtaka,  Arjava,  Kratha, 
Gavaksha,  and  Kama  are  ardha-rathts  You  will  all  be  surprised  lo 
hear  me  name  Kama  as  an  ardha  ratht,  but,  bereft  of  his  flesh  car- 
rings  and  skin-armour  and  afflicted  with  a  curse,  Kama  today  is 
not  more  capable  than  an  ardha  ratht  ” 

That  eldest-of-all,  impartial,  harshly-just,  respected  as  traihfos- 
ing  aging  Kaurava  warrior  started  ordering  me  as  an  ordinary 
ardha-ratht,  a  minor  chanot-warnor.  as  soon  as  he  became  the 
commandcr-in-chicf — as  if  he  had  taken  leave  of  his  senses*  He 
had  no  idea  of  what  was  happening  beyond  the  limits  of  Hastma 
pura.  like  a  drunken  man,  Grandsirc  Bhishma  had  the  effrontery 
lo  brand  a  world-conqucring  hero  as  an  ardha  ratht*  Seeing  myself 
reduced  in  this  fashion  in  front  of  the  hundreds  of  heroes  who  had 
openly  acknowledged  me  as  their  leader.  I  began  to  wonder 
whether  their  hairs  had  turned  w.hitc  with  age  or  by  exposure  to 
the  sun  Had  his  mind  become  senile  like  his  trembling  bodv**  NV  as 
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this  the  same  justice-espousing  warnor  who  in  the  tournament  had 
proclaimed  my  glory  as  an  invincible  archer’  Only  a  minute  ago  1 
had  suggested  his  name  for  commander-in  chief,  which  was 
enthusiastically  accepted,  what  had  turned  his  head  so  that  he  was 
now  classifying  me  as  an  ardha-rathi^  Or  was  it  that  he  felt  that  the 
insulting  embers  placed  on  my  head  by  so  many  were  not  enough, 
and  he  was  seeing  to  it  that,  before  the  battle,  he  would  complete 
the  noble  task  by  adding  the  final  insult’  1  had  believed  that  truth 
still  existed  in  the  world  in  his  person  Was  he  trying  to  prove  to 
me  that  my  belief  was  false’  There  was  no  elder  so  far  among 
those  who  had  mocked  me— was  he  trying  to  make  up  for  that  lack 
in  front  of  the  assembled  warriors’  Bhishma  The  son  of  Ganga 
The  disciple  of  Parashurama  The  devotee  of  Sri  Krishna  He  was 
ordering  a  world  conquering  hero  deserving  to  be  a  commander- 
in  chief  by  describing  him  as  a  mere  ardha  rathi  Ah'  I  felt  that 
Truth  no  mote  had  any  place  in  this  world  My  ear-lobes  trembled 
and  seemed  to  be  on  fire  The  veins  on  my  throat  swelled  The 
pupils  of  my  eyes  burned  So  today  finally  1  will  have  to  give  this 
sly  old  man  what  he  deserves  He  was  a  devotee  who  stood  m  the 
waters  of  the  Ganga  and  propitiated  the  Sun — but  he  failed  to 
recognise  the  son  of  the  Sun'  Today  1  will  see  to  it  that  the 
recognition  comes  to  him  Good  1  was  ready  to  put  aside 
reverence  and  affection  if  they  interfered  with  the  performance  of 
my  duty  There  is  no  difference  between  a  bat  holing  up  in  a  tree 
and  a  proud  old  man  glued  to  a  seat  of  power  Both  become  blind 
Their  ignorance  or  arrogance  makes  them  unable  to  see  the  reality 
of  the  world  It  was  time  to  remove  the  veil  from  their  eyes  I 
jumped  up 

Grandsire,  ardha  rathi  I  am  not,  I  am  not  even  an  ansha  rathi, 
the  lowest  of  chanot-fighters  I  am  just  the  son  of  a  charioteer  But 
keep  in  mind  this  this  self  respecting  ordinary  son  of  a  charioteer 
IS  not  particularly  anxious  to  serve  under  your  arrogant  leader 
ship— I  say  this  in  front  of  all  the  illustrious  heroes  gathered  here 
I,  Kama,  refuse  to  take  up  arms  in  battle  until  such  time  as 
Arjuna’s  deadly  arrows  strike  down  the  so  called  maha  chariot 
warrior  Bhishma  Go,  see  if  you  can  kill  even  a  single  Pandava  on 
the  battlefield  with  all  the  valour  of  your  leadership— that  alone 
will  entitle  you  to  sing  praises  of  your  maha  chariot  hero  skill  m 
front  of  Kama  You  have  spent  your  years  flattering  the  Pandavas, 
in  spite  of  that  your  valour  is  useless 
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“Forgive  me,  Kaurava  leaders  I  am  leaving  you  to  yourselves 
The  trouble  is  that  everything’s  become  topsy  turvy  today 
Imagine— volcanoes  are  erupting  from  the  peaks  of  the  Hima¬ 
layas'  The  flower-garland  around  the  neck  of  the  Kauravas  has 
become  a  snake  bitmg  the  yugular  vein  of  the  Kauravas  And  so  I 
warn  all  of  you  Beware’  Be  careful*  Call  me  only  after  the  fall  of 
this  proud  and  sly  old  man  I  am  ready  to  serve  you  I  am  aware  of 
what  it  means  to  give  one's  word  I  will  stand  firm  by  my  word  But 
today  I  must  beg  to  be  excused  The  world  can  go  to  rum,  but  I  will 
not  fight  under  this  commander-in-chief  Let  no  one  dare  allege 
that  I  fled  from  the  field  of  battle  out  of  fear — because  I  will 
remain  on  the  battlefield  I  will  not  leave  my  tent  on  the  battlefield 
and  go  seek  shelter  in  the  capital  ” 

Without  waiting  to  see  what  impact  my  words  had  on  whom,  I 
left  the  tent  instantly  Tossed  on  the  waves  of  a  turbulent  ocean, 
hurled  and  buffeted  incessantly,  a  log  of  wood  finally  comes  to  rest 
on  the  shore,  my  mind  too  was  now  feehngless  and  thoughtless, 
lying  unmovmg  inside  my  body 
There  was  nothing  to  do  except  stand  on  the  edge  of  the  battle* 
field  and  hear  accounts  of  the  feats  of  the  wamors 
And  what  if  Grandsire  Bhishma  did  not  fall  in  battle’^  That 
thought  alone  was  enough  to  push  my  mind  into  a  deeper 
numbness 

17 

From  my  tent  the  vast  battlefield  was  clearly  visible  The  only 
other  person  in  the  tent  was  Satyasena  I  had  given  strict  instruct¬ 
ions  to  him  that,  with  the  exception  of  Duryodhana  and  Ashvat- 
thaman,  no  one  was  to  be  permitted  to  enter  He  gave  me  daily 
reports  of  important  matters  relating  to  the  army  Duryodhana 
had  refused  to  reinforce  his  army  with  the  soldiers  of  the  redoubt¬ 
able  Raja  Rukmin  of  Vidarbha  He  was  under  the  suspicion  that, 
given  the  chance.  Raja  Rukmm  would  defect  to  the  Pandavas  Of 
course,  he  had  accepted  the  help  of  Raja  Shalya  of  Madra,  the 
maternal  uncle  of  Nakula  and  Sahadeva  Not  only  that,  by  putting 
the  body  of  charioteers  under  hts  leadership,  Grandsire  Bhishma 
had  m  effect  placed  the  helm  of  the  anny  in  the  hands  of  relatives 
of  the  Pandavas 

Rukmin,  Bhuntejas,  and  Bhumipal — these  rajas  were 
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considered  neutral  by  both  sides.  Their  flags  were  nowhere  to  be 
seen  among  the  armies.  In  the  east,  the  Pandavas  erected  their 
tents  around  Kurukshetra.  The  flags  of  Matsya,  Panchala, 
Rakshasa  and  others  could  be  seen  fluttering  there.  Numerically 
they  seemed  to  be  very  few  indeed;  only  about  1,500,000. 
Satyasena  was  confident  that  this  army  would  not  be  able  to 
withstand  a  Kaurava  attack.  The  news  that  the  Pandavas  had 
chosen  Arjuna  as  their  commander-in-chief  had  begun  circulating 
in  the  Kaurava  ranks. 

I  could  see  in  front  of  me  Arjuna’s  magnificent  Nandighosha 
chariot  with  its  ape-banner  aloft.  But  my  Jaitra  chariot  with  its 
elephant-symbol  and  its  sceptre-banner  stood  idle  in  the  chariot 
ranks.  Grandsire  Bhishma  had  ordered  its  wheels  removed.  Why? 
Why  did  that  old  man  stoop  so  low  in  his  old  age?  Just  because  he 
loved  Arjuna?  Sitting  in  my  tent,  I  asked  these  questions,  looking 
up  at  the  white  ceiling.  Not  one  answer  came.  Like  a  burning 
torch,  my  mind  flamed  my  nights  awake.  Radha-mata,  Adhiratha, 
Vrishall,  Supriya,  Satyasena,  Meghamala,  my  seven  sons,  and 
Minakshi— weren’t  they  the  only  ones  I  could  call  mine?  But  I  had 
made  a  promise,  and  that  promise  prevented  me  from  going  to  the 
city  to  meet  them. 

Vrishasena,  Chitrasena,  Sudamana,  Prasena,  Susharma,  and 
Bhanusena — these  six  sons  of  mine  came  to  me  dressed  in. 
warriors’  uniforms.  They  did  not  speak.  On  my  questioning,  the 
eldest,  Vrishasena,  remarked  serioasly,  “Maharaja,  if  you  don’t 
take  up  arms,  we  also  will  refuse  to  go  to  battle.”  That  really  hurt 
me.  In  their  effort  to  be  one  with  their  father,  they  were  betraying 
their  kingdom. 

“My  sons,  remember  that  though  you  are  my  children,  you  are 
also  Kaurava  warriors.  Obey  without  questioning  whatever  orders 
are  given  by  your  commander-in-chief.  Go  to  battle  behind  him 
with  the  blessings  of  your  mother,  your  grandmother,  and  your 
father.  Go.  Your  father  orders  you.”  I  said  this,  looking  out  of  the 
latticed  window  at  the  waters  of  the  Drishadvati.  “Whatever  you 
desire,  father.”  They  left,  after  duly  venerating  me.  Vrishaketu 
was  not  among  them. 

‘.‘Why  didn’t  Vrishu  come  to  meet  me?”  I  asked  myself. 

“He  is  upset  with  you,  because  you  refuse  to  go  to  the  city.” 
Satyasena  thought  I  was  asking  him,  so  he  volunteered  this  ready 
reply. 
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Satyasena,  go  and  bnng  that  mischievous  young  man  here,  on 
any  pretext  He  has  to  be  explained  everything  ” 

18 


Bathed  in  moonlight,  the  military  camps  of  Kurukshetra,  dotted 
with  tents,  presented  a  tranquil  spectacle  My  own  people,  who 
had  showered  the  moonlight  of  their  love  on  my  life’s  tent,  were  all 
in  the  palace  m  the  capital  And  I  lay  on  my  bed  in  my  tent  at  the 
edge  of  Kurukshetra,  trying  vainly  to  coax  sleep  to  come  to  me 
that  never  came 

Sixty  years  ago,  when  I  came  with  Shon  to  Hastinapura,  I  would 
never  have  believed  that  this  could  happen  to  me  And  now  all  had 
come  to  pass  in  my  life  Like  some  undesircd,  bewildering, 
crooked  arrow,  flying  awry  I  couldn’t  even  recall  all  its  twists  and 
turns  I  could  not  even  forget  the  incidents  I  wanted  to  forget  My 
memones  sprawled  (ike  the  countless  tents  that  made  up  the 
clusters  of  military  encampments  all  around  me  As  innumerable 
as  the  stars  twinkling  alongside  the  moon  in  the  sky  Like  the 
waves  of  the  Dnshadvati  that  cannot  be  counted  Sleep  did  not 
favour  me,  so  I  rose  from  my  bed  and,  placing  some  ornaments  on 
my  head,  I  went  over  to  the  battlefield  Seeing  the  white  ash  lines 
on  the  field,  I  was  reminded  instantly  of  Uncle  Shakuni’s  gambling 
board  Tomorrow,  countless  lives  would  be  staked  and  gambled 
esrfh-bosj-6  AJJ  presejjJ  wniOd  Jbiave  ro  Ube 
throw  of  Death’s  dice  Without  question  How  Destiny  makes 
every  place  pure  and  holy  How  many  massive  yajnas  had  been 
performed  by  Maharaja  Kuru  on  this  very  field!  From 
tomorrow  this  field  would  witness  a  sacrifice  of  human  lives  I 
stooped,  scooped  up  a  fistful  of  earth,  and  touched  my  head  with 
it  Earth'  Duryodhana’s  politicking,  Ashvatthaman’s  deep  philo¬ 
sophic  knowledge.  Uncle  Shakum’s  chicanery,  Duhshasana’s  evil 
designs,  Grandsire  Bhishma’s  helpless  “neutrality”,  Guru  Drona’s 
mixed-up  vision  of  social  idealism,  the  self-seeking  sight  behind 
Maharaja  Dhntarashtra’ssigbilcsseyes,  Vidura’singlonous  renun¬ 
ciation,  my  entire  life’s  intncaacs,  the  ignorance  of  the  Pandavas 
concerning  me,  the  heart-melting  travails  of  Kunti-mata’s  life,  the 
deliberate  bandaging  of  Gondhan  Devi’s  ejes,  Radha-maia  s 
wondrous,  profound  love  capable  of  dissolving  even  stone,  Shon  s 
selfless  love,  the  serene  feminine  compassion  in  the 
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hearts  of  Vnshah  and  Supriya,  the  obedient  nature  of  my  sons,  the 
unswerving  loyalty  to  the  crown,  loyalty  to  friends,  and  loyalty  to 
truth  of  every  soldier  in  the  Kaurava  and  Pandava  ranks,  the 
unparalleled  Kshatnya  energy  emanating  from  Sn  Knshna — 
didn’t  these  rise  and  grow  from  out  of  this  earth  itselP 

Reverently  I  tied  my  fistful  of  earth  in  one  end  of  my  shawl  The 
ash  marked  lines  shining  prominently  in  the  moonlight  tomorrow 
would  be  all  wiped  out  And  this  field  of  Kurukshetra,  unwettable 
by  anything  except  ram,  would  be  drenched  with  blood,  sweat  and 
tears  These  liquids  will  flow  in  one  vast  liquidity,  basic  bodies 
disintegrate  into  the  five  elements,  and  the  deathless  lights  of 
individual  atmans  merge  in  the  eternal  Divine  Radiance  The 
echoes  of  this  battle  will  reverberate  through  the  history  of 
Aryavarta  yuga  after  yuga  Crores  of  chroniclers  will  not  be  able  to 
do  justice  to  the  valiant  feats  of  eighty  lakhs  of  hands  belonging  to 
forty  lakh  warnors,  nor  will  crores  of  singers  succeed  in  adequately 
chanting  the  glories  of  the  battle  The  white  bnght  clear  nver  of 
Sarasvati,  goddess  of  learning  and  knowledge,  would  keep  on 
flowing  as  always  The  awesome,  silent,  voiceless  grains  of  dust  of 
this  battlefield  will  shine  eternally  in  the  light  of  the  Sun 

‘  I  pranama  you,  O  hallowed  land  of  Aryavarta'” 

I  joined  both  palms,  and  bowed  in  salutation  to  the  field  of 
battle 

Hardly  had  I  laid  myself  down  on  the  bed  in  my  tent  than  a 
profound  sleep  overlook  me 

19 


The  day  chosen  by  Sn  Knshna  dawned — the  second  day  of  the 
dark  fortnight,  glowing  m  the  golden  rays  of  the  morning  sun 
Emerging  from  my  tent,  1  looked  around  Like  ants  filing  out  of 
an  anthill,  one  by  one,  armour  clad  warriors,  picking  up  their 
different  weapons,  scurried  out  of  their  tents  Nandaka, 
Nikumbha,  Drumasena,  Prabhankara,  Ruchiparva,  Lalittha, 
Vasuchandra,  Senajit,  Sudhanu,  Bhunshravas,  Jayarata, 
Rukmaratha,  Siddhartha,  Bhanudatta,  Govasana,  Shalva, 
Jayatsena,  Damana,  Shatachandra,  Shakradeva,  Dhntayudha, 
Vibhu,  Vajrahasta,  Somadatta,  Samyamana  and  others  began 
organising  their  regiments 

Two  hundred  and  forty  thousand — a  rolling  chariot  ocean  of 
rathis,  ati  rathis  and  maha  chanot  heroes  congregated  The  tents 
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became  depopulated  Seven  hundred  thousand  horses — grey* 
white,  black  and  brown  excellent  fully  saddled  specimens — stood 
flank  to  flank  in  battle  ranks  Their  reins  were  jerked  upwards 
Their  tails  swelled,  their  ears  cocked  Two  hundred  and  fifty 
thousand  capansoned  elephants  became  a  black  heaving  ocean, 
the  flapping  ears  of  the  pachyderms  its  breakers  In  the  middle, 
like  shoals  of  countless  deva-fish  swimming  on  the  surface,  were 
their  black  trunks,  gracefully  curved  like  swans’  necks  More  than 
half  of  the  twelve  hundred  thousand  army  of  foot*soldiers  were 
busily  feeding  them  wine  from  over-flowing  jars  Pattis, 
senamukhas,  gulmas,  ganas,  vahmts,  pntanas,  chamus,  anakmis 
and  akshauhtnts  assembled  into  appropnate  battle  formations 
Scintillating  gleams  of  light  from  the  tips  of  arrows,  spears,  tri¬ 
dents,  swords,  lances  and  other  weapons,  caused  by  the  turbulent 
to-and-fro-ing  of  the  warriors,  shot  upwards  into  the  emptiness  of 
the  sky  as  if  seeking  the  kingdom  of  heaven  Donning  their 
helmets  and  armours,  Grandsire  Bhishma,  Guru  Drona,  Acharya 
Kripa,  Ashvatthaman,  Jayadratha,  Uncle  Shakuni,  Duryodhana, 
Duhshasana,  Bhagadatta,  Vikarna,  Kntavarma,  Somadatta, 
Sahadeva.  Ketumat,  Vmda  and  A-nuvinda  moved  among  the  four¬ 
fold  army  divisions,  deploying  them  on  strategic  lines 

The  day  had  arnved  which  I  had  waited  for  so  expectantly  every 
second  all  these  years,  yet  what  could  I  do,  standing  at  the  door  of 
my  tent,  except  play  the  role  of  a  neutral  obser\or  of  life's  dance  of 
cosmic  dissolution'^ 

“Kama,  we  have  to  leave  ”  Embracing  me,  Duryodhana  and 
Ashvatthaman  climbed  into  their  magnificent  chanots  loaded  with 
their  varied  weapons  My  six  sons  touched  my  feet  with  their 
heads 

‘  I  hope  you  have  taken  the  blessings  of  your  mothers,  Radha 
mata,  father,  Satyasena,  and  Meghamala,  have  placed  fragrant 
flowers  on  the  samadhi  of  your  Uncle  Shon,  and  have  consecrated 
never-to  be-widows  the  foreheads  of  your  wives  with  warm  blood 
from  your  thumbs  ’’  I  put  these  questions  to  them 

“We  have  obtained  blessings  from  all  of  them  We  need  your 
blessings,”  Vnshasena  said,  kneeling  and  bowing  his  head,  un¬ 
sheathing  his  sword  and  holding  it  by  the  blade 

“Go,  my  brave  sons,  fight  with  a  single  mind  ”  I  spread  my  arms 
wide  and  embraced  all  six  Though  I  had  mySelf  received 
ambivalent  treatment  from  my  father,  I  had  no  intention  of 
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depriving  my  sons  of  paternal  attention  even  for  a  second  Thump¬ 
ing  their  backs,  and  waving  my  finger  at  them,  I  said,  “Go  And 
see  that  no  soldier  feels  the  absence  of  Kama  on  the  battlefield. 
And  and  don’t  forget  that  before  you  go  to  battle  you  must  each 
offer  to  the  Sun  God  five  oblations  of  erg/iya-homage  from  the 
pure  water  of  the  Dnshadvati  river  Go  " 

They  mingled  m  the  battle-formations  with  a  calm  mind  A 
cacophony  of  sky-rending  sounds  from  war-drums,  bugles, 
dundiibbi-drums,  tabors,  kettledmms  and  other  percussion  instru¬ 
ments  made  half-sleepy  birds  forsake  their  nests  and  wheel  noisily 
across  the  sky  to  the  Mainaka  hill  The  heart-piercing  trumpeting 
of  elephants,  the  funous  neighing  of  horses,  the  shouting  and 
screaming  of  soldiers  praising  Maharaja  Dhntarashtra  by  name 
made  the  frothing  waves  of  the  Dnshadvati  river  even  more 
tumultuous  The  warriors  were  assembled  on  the  field  like  a  huge 
scattering  of  paryata-flowers 

Grandsire  Bhishma  lowered  the  ochre  tnangular  Kaurava  royal 
standard  fluttering  on  a  tall  flagpole  and  fixed  it  on  his  war- 
chariot  It  flapped  against  the  background  of  a  vivid  blue  sky 
Cupping  a  gracefully  curving  conch  in  both  hands,  Commander-m- 
Chief  Bhishma,  the  veins  on  his  neck  swelling,  his  beard  spread 
straight,  blew  into  it  loudly  The  peal  careened  through  the  field, 
charging  the  strong  arms  of  the  warriors  with  energy 

“On-w-a-r-d’”  he  ordered,  lifting  his  bow  with  both  hands 
Following  the  path  indicated  by  the  ash-smeared  lines,  the  25  lakhs 
strong  Kaurava  army  marched  towards  the  battlefield  of  Kuruk- 
shetra,  like  thundering  clouds  blanketing  the  sky  before  the  onset 
of  the  monsoon  Unable  to  control  myself,  I  closed  my  eyes 
briefly  Without  me  to  lead  them,  these  warriors  who  loved  me 
more  deeply  than  life  itself  were  marching  to  battle — the  same 
warnors  for  whose  sakes  I  had  renounced  my  brothers  and  my 
mother,  and  sided  with  the  Kauravas  out  of  a  sense  of  duty  I 
should  be  there  mobilising  them,  instead,  I  was  observing  their 
feats,  from  a  safe  distance  The  relentlessly  cruel  Fate  that  had 
pursued  me  all  my  life  was  seeing  to  it  that  I  remained  helpless 
now 

They  were  able  to  do  completely  without  me  in  this  hour  of 
cnsis— the  very  same  people  whose  sceptre  I  have  established  as  a 
symbol  of  divine  authonty  m  Aryavarta  by  staking  my  own  life 
Society  finds  no  one  indispensable — no  matter  how  superior  he  is. 
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how  self-sacrificing,  how  hard-working  The  colossal  Ganga  of 
society  keeps  forever  flowing  The  water  drops  inside  it  keep 
changing,  today's  drops  vanish  tomorrow,  new  drops  take  their 
place — but  the  Ganga  keeps  flowing  on  Why  should  I  consider 
myself  so  precious''  No  individual  should  think  too  much  of  him¬ 
self  that  was  the  lesson  the  huge  Kaurava  army  was  teaching  me 
Gazing  with  a  tranquil  mind  at  the  battle-hungry  brave  warriors,  I 
forgot  myself,  my  joys  and  sorrows,  my  life's  dreams,  my  kith  and 
kin  How  effortlessly  had  the  clear  lines  of  Life  and  Death 
gathered  in  and  around  the  battlefield  of  Kurukshetra  Anyone 
seeing  the  hordes  of  brave  warriors  would  think  the  stars  of  the  sky 
had  fallen  on  Kurukshetra  When  indeed  had  even  the  palace  in 
Hastmapura  witnessed  such  large  numbers  of  massive  bodied 
chariot-heroes  congregated  like  tightly  packed  mountain  ranges'' 
There  was  hardly  a  country  whose  royal  standard  was  not  repre¬ 
sented  in  that  array  of  military  homage  to  Kurukshetra — 'Vahlika, 
Sindha,  Kulinda,  Madra,  Kamboja,  Gandhara,  Matsya,  Avanti, 
Darada,  Anarta,  Dasharna,  Chedi,  Dvanka,  Kashi,  Panchala, 
Magadha,  Videha,  Kosala,  Anga,  Kalinga,  Banga  What  an 
auspicious,  memorable  day  had  dawned  before  the  eyes  of  the 
Kurus' 

My  chain  of  thought  snapped  as  Krishna  blew  on  his  sky- 
shattering  conch,  the  Panchajanya  It  was  Arjuna  now,  advancing 
on  his  ape-bannered  Nandighosha  chanot,  leading  an  army  of  a 
hundred  and  fifty  thousand  Clouds  of  dust  arose  His  charioteer, 
blue-skinned  Sri  Krishna,  was  smiling  A  hundred-and-fifty- 
thousand-strong  army  hailed  the  majesty  of  Maharaja  Pandu  It 
consisted  of  the  following  maha-chariot-heroes  Amitaujas, 
■Vikranna,  Drupada,  Kuntibhoja,  Vardhakshemi,  Dandadhara, 
Brihatakshatra,  Dhristadyumna,  Satyaki,  Abhimanyu,  the  Raja  of 
Kashi,  Shatranjaya.  Chekitana,  Virata,  Yudhamanyu,  Shenajit, 
and  Yuyudhana,  the  following  ati-rathis  Babhru,  Adma,  Rati- 
vindhya,  Purujit,  Shreniman,  Iravan,  Shatanifca  Behind  them 
came  a  host  of  rajas  Sinhachandra,  Sukshatra,  Shaivya, 
Rocbamana,  Rathasena,  Yugandhara,  Maniman,  Mahaujas, 
Mitravarman,  Brahmadeva,  Tapana,  Suparshva,  Janamejaya, 
Sudama,  Sutejas,  Chitraketu,  Ugrasena  and  others  In  the  front 
were  Arjuna,  Yudhisthira,  Bhima,  Nakula,  Sabadeva,  Satyaki, 
Yuyudhana,  Dhnshtadyumna  They  advanced  from  the  front  in 
the  formation  of  the  Sudarshana-chakra  Grandsire  Bhishma  blew 
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his  conch  and,  raising  his  arm,  ordered  the  army  to  manoeuvre 
into  the  Sceptre  Formation  and  attack.  The  Pandavas  blew  their 
respective  conches  The  mingled  roar  of  the  conches  made  the 
fearful  horses  neigh  and  the  elephants  scream  The  countless  tips 
of  swords,  arrows,  spears  and  lances  gleamed  Chariot-wheels 
clattered  The  royal  flags  of  different  countries  flapped  The 
massive  rusty  portals  of  heaven  squeaked.  Swirls  of  dust  blackened 
the  blue  sky  The  leaves  of  neighbouring  trees,  the  grasses  and 
weeds  bent  low  and  trembled  Forty  lakh  soldiers  of  both  armies 
faced  each  other,  to  release  their  pent-up  feelings  in  gift-showers 
of  arrows  Two  gigantic  oceans  pulsated  with  waves  of  warriors 
1  was  getting  fed  up,  standing  at  the  door  of  my  lent  All  my  life  I 
had  spent  as  a  leader  of  the  Kauravas  How  could  1  just  stand  here 
now  like  a  stone  statue,  a  mere  witness  of  the  battle’  Even  my 
suffocating  life  as  the  son  of  a  chanoteer  was  never  as  unbearable  as 
being  spectator  to  the  holocaust  unfolding  before  me  My  steel-like 
body-frame  seemed  to  be  aflame  and  expanding,  my  blood-drops 
seemed  to  be  coursing  faster  1  couldn't  stand  any  longer,  so  I 
withdrew  inside  and  sat  down  Pressing  my  head  with  both  hands  did 
not  stop  the  pounding  The  smouldering  embers  of  my  thoughts 
would  not  die  down  Sudamana'  Shon’s  severed  head'  The  keeping 
of  my  vow'  Arjuna’s  life'  But  what  if  Grandsire  Bhishma  succeeded 
in  killing  Arjuna’  I  would  become  a  vow-violaler  Upset,  I  looked  at 
my  feet  I  had  not  washed  them  for  many  days,  and  the  film  of  dirt 
showed  It  hurl  my  heart,  my  eyes,  my  head  Outside,  the  dm  of  the 
soldiers  hammered  against  my  tent  My  ear-drums  were  numb 
Better  wild  passion  than  passive  consaence'  Better  to  swoon  and  be 
captive  than  live  this  intolerable  hfe' 

“Satyasena'”  I  shouted  with  all  the  strength  I  could  summon 
“I  await  orders,  Maharaja  ”  He  sped  into  the  tent  like  an  arrow 
and  stood  in  front  of  me 
‘  Get  me  a  tumbler  of  soma-rasa  ” 

“Maharaja,  the  soma-rasa  pots  are  empty  There  aren’t  two 
drops  of  soma-wme  left  ”  He  stood  quiet,  as  always 

I  had  opened  my  mouth  to  say  something  when  all  on  a  sudden 
all  the  war-peals  stopped  Silence  prevailed  Absolute  calm,  total 
wordlessness  A  ternfymg  peace 

“Why.  what's  happened,  Satyasena’  Go,  see  if  the  Pandavas 
have  surrendered  Find  out  ’’  Forgetting  the  soma-rasa,  I  pointed 
my  finger  towards  the  battlefield  as  I  ordered  him 
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Satyasena  galloped  away  Doubts  created  whirlwind  m  my 
mind  Why  this  sudden  cessation  of  war-movements'?  What  new 
developments  had  taken  place*?  What  was  going  on*? 

Nearly  two  hours  passed,  yet  Satyasena  did  not  return  My 
weary  mind  stopped  whirling  the  mace  of  thoughts  A  heretic  idea 
came  to  me — that  I  should  go  to  the  battlefield  and  find  out  for 
myself  But  I  had  made  a  promise  that  I  would  not  step  into  the 
field  of  battle  until  Grandsire  Bhishma  fell — and  this  promise 
began  dancing  crazily  in  front  of  me  I  was  agonising  under  an 
unbearable  distress 

“Tap’  Tap’  Tap’  Tap’”  At  long  last,  I  glimpsed  Satyasena’s 
horse  from  my  window  I  leapt  up  and  held  his  reins 
“What’s  happening,  Satyasena*?  Why  have  the  war-drums 
stopped*?  What  about  the  war-plans*?  Who  has  surrendered'?”  I 
flung  arrow  after  arrow  of  questions  at  him 
“Nothing  special,  Maharaja  Seeing  his  guru,  uncles,  maternal 
uncles,  cousins,  Grandsire  Bhishma  and  friends  m  front  of  him, 
Arjuna,  filled  with  compassion,  let  go  his  Gandiva  bow  and  dis¬ 
mounted  from  his  chariot  He  asked  Sn  Krishna  a  question — ‘Isn’t 
it  better  to  go  and  beg  alms  at  a  place  of  pilgrimage  than  wage  war 
against  one’s  own  relatives*?’  Sn  Krishna  must  have  given  him 
some  incomparable  advice,  which  must  be  why  he  has  re-mounted 
his  chariot  After  venerating  Grandsire  Bhishma  and  Acharya 
Drona  he  has  picked  up  his  Gandiva  bow  ”  A  trail  of  the  sweat  he 
wiped  fell  on  the  floor 

Again  the  dm  of  war^divim,  the  peaJls  of  rcwrhes  Jn  an  jnstant  the 
beautiful  plain  of  Kurukshetra  was  studded  with  showers  of  arrows 
Clouds  of  dust  ascended  to  see  if  the  sky’s  blueness  was  real  or  not 
Proclamations,  roars,  screams,  peal  of  war-drums,  clattenng  of 
chanots — the  awesome  song  wakened  the  Creator  of  the  Universe 

“Go,  Satyasena,  and  join  the  battle,”  I  said,  entenng  my  tent 
He  hesitated,  knowing  I  would  be  left  all  alone  He  had  a  special, 
gentle  love  for  me 

“This  is  an  order,  Satyasena  ”  With  my  forefinger  I  pointed  to 
the  battlefield  Like  a  pellet  from  a  fire-gun,  he  jumped  on  his 
horse  and,  flicking  the  reins,  he  galloped  away  I  was  left  there, 
alone  All  around  me,  silent  tents,  in  front  of  me,  the  Jaitra  chariot 
with  its  yoke  lying  on  the  ground,  the  gold-worked  Vijaya-bow, 
the  stately  horse  Vayujit  who  had  seen  me  through  the  world- 
conquering  mission — who  else  but  these  would  stay  back  with  me*? 
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It  was  impossible  to  carry  on  lingering  m  the  tent  The  Ganga 
was  too  far  away  Until  Grandsirc  Bhishma  fell,  I  had  only  the 
Dnshadvati  for  company,  the  place  for  my  devotions,  for  medita¬ 
tion  after  removing  the  steel  helmet  from  my  head  and  donning  a 
white  robe,  for  performing  the  last  flrg/iya-offenngs 

Mechanically,  my  feel  turned  to  the  sanctified  direction  of  the 
Dnshadvati  The  din  of  the  war-drums  became  fainter  and  fainter 
My  mind  became  peaceful,  seeking  admission  into  the  Kingdom  of 
Light 
“Om’ 

Bhiirbhmah  sxaha^ 

Tat  savttur  varenyam 
bhargo  devasya  dhimalu 
dhiyo  yo  naha  prachodayat  ” 

"Om' 

I  salute  that  Divine  Radiance 
May  that  Divine  Radiance 
illuminate  my  mind  ” 

Chanting  the  Gayatri  mantra,  1  took  the  cool,  pure  water  of  the 
Dnshadvati  and  poured  it  back  into  the  sacred  nver  A  pure,  white 
radiance  intensified  everywhere  My  back  felt  aglow  Like  milk 
setting  into  curd,  the  mind,  second  by  second,  became  secure, 
firm,  and  determined 

20 


Nine  days  passed  Whatever  happened  each  day  on  the  battle¬ 
field  during  this  long  period,  I  got  to  know  each  evening  from 
Satyasena  He  raced  his  brown  horse  through  the  fourfold 
divisions  of  the  army  each  day  and  each  evening  he  recounted  the 
events  to  me  in  my  tent  And  as  the  instant  cameos  appeared  in 
front  of  my  eyes,  my  whole  body  burned 

Guru  Drona,  Acharya  Knpa,  Jayadratha,  Ashvatthaman, 
Shalya,  Uncle  Shakuni,  Jarasandha’s  brave  son  Sahadeva, 
Kntavarma,  Bnhadbala,  Vahlika,  Bhagadatta,  Bhunshravas, 
Kshemadhurti,  Duryodhana,  Duhshasana,  and  Grandsire 
Bhishma’s  maha-chariot-wamors  were  all  fighting  on  the  battle¬ 
field,  but  apart  from  wiping  out  the  10,000-strong  army  of  Matsya 
and  Virata  they  had  not  been  able  to  hurt  the  Pandavas  at  all  It 
was  tough  going  for  them— they  couldn’t  show  more  than  their 
usual  feats 
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Grandsire  Bhishma  had  made  even  his  own  guru,  Jamadagm’s 
son  Parashurama,  acknowledge  (he  black  (amt  of  defeat,  how  was 
It  that,  as  Commander-in-Chief,  he  was  power/ess  against  the 
Pandavas*?  Was  it  due  to  his  old  age  or  Sn  Krishna’s  skilful 
manoeuvnng  on  the  field'>  No,  it  was  probably  because  he  could 
not  break  the  tender  ties  of  love  The  supple  bonds  of  affection 
which  bind  every  individual  were  impossible  for  him  to  snap,  even 
if  he  did  happen  to  be  a  Kshatnya  on  a  battlefield  Sn  Knshna  had 
succeeded  in  breaking  them  But  aflection  continued  to  tail  him 
like  a  shadow  on  the  battlefield  in  the  shape  of  Grandsire  Bhishma 
who  considered  himself  as  Sn  Krishna’s  disciple  Love*  Love — 
which  at  the  nght  time  is  a  profound  inspiring  force  had  today,  at  a 
crucial  time,  debilitated  even  a  remarkable  warrior  like  Grandsire 
Bhishma  This  is  what  was  being  spread  about  him  every  day  He 
was  fighting  ambivalently — his  mind  favouring  the  Pandavas,  his 
body  serving  the  Kauravas  He  had  forgotten  the  example  of  Sn 
Krishna  killing  his  own  maternal  uncle  He  had  also  forgotten  the 
example  of  his  guru  Parashurama  who  had  beheaded  his  own 
mother  Renuka  on  the  command  of  his  father  All  his  life  he  had 
conspired  against  the  Kauravas,  and  he  was  continuing  his  machi> 
nations  now  as  well  by  pitting  lakhs  and  lakhs  of  Kaurava  soldiers 
against  mace-wielding  Bhima  and  arrow-shooting  Arjuna  If  this  is 
what  he  had  in  mind  all  the  time,  why  hadn’t  he  followed  the  chief 
advisor  Vidura’s  example  and  retired  to  the  Himalayas'^  I  couldn’t 
make  out  why  Grandsire  Bhishma  was  tarnishing  his  spotless 
character  through  this  love-weakness  As  a  Kaurava,  Grandsire 
Bhishma  excelled,  and  he  had  established  himself  on  the  noblest 
path  of  all  by  his  hfe-Iong,  unblemished  practice  of  brahmacharya 
But  as  a  Commander-in-ChieP  Had  he  fought  openly  on  the  side 
of  the  Pandavas,  instead  of  make  believing  that  he  was  fighting  the 
Pandavas  when  he  was  actually  destroying  the  Kauravas,  I  would 
have  honoured  him  as  a  wamor  and  touched  his  feet  Whenever 
the  poisonous  seeds  of  war  sprouted,  he  opted  for  the  role  of  an 
inglorious  neutral  in  the  tragedy  and  played  it  till  the  very  last  act 
of  the  drama 

I  had  a  glimpse  of  his  sense  of  justice  and  fair  play  on  vanous 
important  occasions  such  as  the  tournament,  for  which  reason  I 
cherished  the  deepest  respect  for  him  And  that  is  why  my  mind 
kept  asking  Why  is  Grandsire  Bhishma  doing  what  he  is  doing? 

The  vivid  incidents  that  Satyasena  had  recounted  made  me 
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uneasy  My  eyes  like  birds  kept  pecking  at  the  ceiling  of  the  tent, 
unable  to  sleep  in  the  thick  darkness  of  night  The  daily  events  on 
the  battlefield  were  sharply  etched  on  my  eyes 

In  the  zealous  battles  of  the  very  first  day,  I  noticed  clearly 
Kirtivarman  pitted  against  Satyakt,  Shalya  killing  Virata’s  son 
Uttara,  the  fierce  fight  between  Iravan  and  Shrutayu,  Vinda  and 
Anuvinda  encircling  Kuntibhoja,  Jayadra'iha  attacking  Drupada, 
Abhimanyu  wounding  Brihadbala,  Ashvatthaman  harassing 
Shikhandin  But  that  night  my  mind  kept  hovering  around  a 
single  warrior  only — Shveta,  King  of  Panchala  Fighting  on  the 
side  of  the  Pandavas,  he  had  earned  the  distinction  on  the  first  day 
Itself  of  being  an  unruffled  leader  Vexm  g  Grandsire  Bhishma  with 
repeated  attacks,  he  killed  thousands  of  Saindhavas,  Gandharas, 
Kalmgas  and  Kulindas  The  ternfied  soldiers,  shouting  “Help' 
Save  me'”,  rushed  to  Grandsire  Bhishma’s  chariot  for  shelter 
Immediately  Grandsire  Bhishma  confronted  Shveta  and,  severing 
his  fair  neck  from  his  trunk,  sent  him  to  the  realm  of  the  illustnous 
dead  During  the  evening  cessation  of  hostilities,  groups  of 
warriors  gathered  to  look  at  Shveta’s  corpse  The  first  day’s  battle 
ended  with  Shveta’s  noble  death 
On  the  second  day  of  battle  in  the  dark  fortnight  of  the  month  of 
Margashirsha,  Grandsire  Bhishma  deployed  his  forces  in  the 
Saranga-Bird  Formation,  to  counter  which  the  then  Commander- 
in  Chief  of  the  Pandavas,  Dhnshtadyumna,  arranged  his  army  in 
the  Red  Sheldrake  Formation  Stationing  himself  in  front,  he 
rolled  his  blood-red  eyes  left  to  right  searching  for  Guru  Drona 
who  had  once  routed  his  father  No  sooner  had  the  sun  arisen 
than,  roaring  like  a  hon,  he  pounced  on  Ashvatthaman  Shalya 
grappled  with  Shankha  Grandsire  Bhishma  blanketed  the 
Panchala  army  with  arrows  Abhimanyu  attacked  Lakshmana 
Clouds  of  dust  arose  Impossible  to  tell  who  was  who  The  second 
day  resounded  with  the  thunderous  cyclonic  movements  of 
Satyaki  Toppling  Grandsire  Bhishma’s  charioteer,  he  revealed  his 
Vnshni  glory  Himalaya-high  corpses  lay  heaped  on  the  field  Hills 
of  steel  bows,  bastikas,  and  lotus-shaped,  needle-sharp,  cow-eared 
arrows  formed  everywhere 

The  third  day  of  battle  in  the  dark  fortnight  saw  Grandsire 
Bhishma  re-arrangmg  his  forces  in  the  Garuda-Bird  Formation 
To  frustrate  him.  Commander  m-Chief  Arjuna  deployed  his  army 
in  the  Half-Moon  Array  with  Bhima  protecting  the  right  flank 
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The  clangour  of  his  swordsmen  mixed  with  the  clamorous  cnes  of 
his  allies,  and  till  forenoon  he  wrought  cruel  havoc  in  the  ranks  of 
the  Kauravas,  Hundreds  of  horsemen,  chariot-heroes  and  foot- 
soldiers  of  the  Kosala,  Kekaya,  Gandhara,  Samshaptakas  and 
Tngarta  armies  were  manoeuvred  into  action,  and  it  seemed  that 
none  had  the  power  to  withstand  their  assault  Shouting  “Help' 
Save  us*”  the  fearful  Kaurava  soldiers  ran  to  Duryodhana  for 
succour  Critical  of  Grandsire  Bhishma's  cavalier  attitude  to  fight¬ 
ing,  Duryodhana  rebuked  the  Commander-in-Chief  Infuriated  by 
Duryodhana’s  piercing  taunts.  Grandsire  Bhishma  tore  into  the 
Pandava  forces  with  such  ferocity  that  it  seemed  they  would  be 
thrown  out  of  the  battlefield  itself  Seeing  this,  Krishna,  who  had 
vowed  he  would  not  wield  arms,  leapt  out  of  Arjuna’s  chariot 
Nandighosha  Lifting  aloft  a  stray  chanot  wheel,  he  spnnted  in  the 
direction  of  Grandsire  Bhishma  He  had  not  taken  more  than  ten 
steps  when  Arjuna  jumped  off  his  chanot  and  stopped  him  The 
third  day  departed,  sowing  the  black  seeds  of  night  on  the  field, 
witness  to  Knshna’s  violation  of  his  vow  Repeatedly  I  felt  I  should 
go  and  meet  Grandsire  Bhishma  and  implore  him  to  continue  his 
massacre  But  this  was  not  possible  How  could  an  ardha  rathi 
enter  the  tent  of  a  maha'Chanoi«bero,  a  Commander  m  ChieP 
From  the  fourth  day  the  darkness  deepened  Bit  by  bit,  our 
army  waned  like  the  moon  in  slow  eclipse  That  day’s  glory 
belonged  to  Bhima  and  Ghatotkaeba  When  infuriated  Bhima 
swelled  his  ocean-vast  body  and  emitted  his  lion-roars,  even  the 
elephants  hornpilated  Lifting  the  mace  which  had  been  gifted  him 
by  Vrishaparvan,  he  terrorised  the  elephant  ranks,  turning  the 
Kaurava  beasts  on  the  Kaurava  warnors  Like  torrential  ram  in 
the  monsoon,  he  deluged  the  banks  of  Kaurava  soldiers  on  either 
side  Shouting  ‘‘This  is  not  Bhtma,  it  is  the  god  of  death  Yama”, 
the  Kauravas  fled  helter-skelter  Eager  to  harass  the  scattering 
forces  further,  Ghatotkacha  uprooted  huge  trees  to  block  their 
flight  Thinking  Only  one  mace  wielding  hero  has  the  power  to 
withstand  Bhima,  all  pushed  Duryodhana  m  front  to  face  Bhima 
They  grappled  like  two  maddened  elephants  Showers  of  sparks 
flashed  as  they  clashed  Forgetting  the  battle,  the  soldiers  stared 
intently  at  the  duellists  A  stunning  blow  from  Duryodhana  near 
the  forehead  felled  Bhima  with  a  thud,  like  a  Himalayan  peak 
toppling  The  earth  quaked  TTie  Kaurava  soldiers  sent  up  sky- 
splitting  victory  roars  for  Duryodhana,  but — but  Bhima,  in  a  flash. 
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quickly  killed  Duryodhana’s  friends  and  brothers — Shakadeva, 
Ketuman,  Satya.  Satyadeva,  Senapati,  Bhanuman,  Jalasandha, 
Ugra,  Virabahu,  and  Sulochana  Like  a  ravening  tiger,  rolling 
his  torch-red  eyes,  he  sped  through  the  unresisting  fourfold 
army  ranks  like  a  whirlwind,  challenging  and  striking  any  and 
everyone  With  his  heavy  mace  he  smashed  any  number  of  brave 
warriors  and,  quaffing  pitcher  after  pitcher  of  soma-wine,  he 
danced  wildly,  shouting  “Where  is  Duhshasana''  Where  is 
Duhshasana’’” 

Our  forces  gathered  m  the  Makara-Formation  on  the  fifth  day 
of  the  dark  fortnight  The  Pandavas  attacked  in  the  Hawk 
Formation  under  Arjuna’s  command  All  over  the  battlefield  of 
Kurukshetra  lay  mounds  of  iron  goads,  sticks,  saddles,  broken 
blades,  and  shattered  chariot-wheels  Hands,  feet,  heads,  and 
trunks — hills  of  these  The  carnivorous  birds  of  Mainaka 
hill — vultures,  kukkaras,  kurorts  and  others — descended  in 
hordes  on  the  battlefield  The  hero  of  the  fifth  day  was 
Bhurishravas  Packing  off  Satyaki's  ten  sons  to  the  abode  of 
Yama  he  now  concentrated  on  Satyaki  himself  The  duel 
between  Abhimanyu  and  Lakshmana  had  proved  inconclusive 
Grandsire  Bhishma  must  have  felt  nervous  when,  on  the  sixth 
day,  the  Kaurava  forees  in  the  Saronga- Array  came  face  to  face 
with  the  massive  Makara-Formation  of  the  Pandavas,  because 
mace-wielding  Bhlma  alighted  from  his  chariot  in  front  of 
Bhishma  s  very  eyes  and  wrathfully,  overturned  the  chariots, 
one  by  one,  of  Drona,  Ashvatthaman  and  Shalya  and,  lifting 
them  up,  hurled  them  to  a  far  distance  Worried  that  Bhima’s 
bravado  might  let  him  down,  Dhrishtadyumna  ordered  him  to 
stop  and  return  to  his  own  chariot  Bhima  had  struck 
Duryodhana  unconscious  The  Kauravas  were  scattering  m  such 
panic  from  the  terrifying  onslaughts  of  Dhrishtadyumna,  Bhima 
and  Ajuna  that  Ashvatthaman  could  not  find  an  opening  to 
remove  the  unconscious  Duryodhana  to  safety  beyond  the 
battlefield 

Who  could  have  guessed  that,  leaving  aside  the  result  of  the 
war,  Grandsire  Bhishma  did  not  have  even  the  simple  ability  to  get 
the  Kaurava  to  re-form  ranks  Nothing  seemed  to  be  happening, 
and  nothing  was  apparently  going  to  happen  The  seventh  day  also 
passed  The  Impending  shadow  of  defeat  hung  heavy  not  only  on 
my  mind  but  on  the  minds  of  all  our  soldiers  Despite  the  fact  that 
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we  had  a  25-Iakh  strong  army,  and  an  experienced,  180-year  old 
Commander-in-Chief,  the  Kauravas  were  not  advancing  even  an 
inch.  Why?  On  the  night  of  the  eighth  day  of  battle,  worried  and 
despondent  Uncle  Shakuni  and  Ouryodhana  turned  up  at  my  tent. 

Kama,  take  up  arms.  Even  Sri  Krishna  has  broken  his  vow. 
Come,  I  will  make  you  Commander-in-Chief,  and  force  Grandsire 
Bhishma  to  become  an  ardha-rathi  under  your  command,”  Each 
word  of  Duryodhana  clearly  betrayed  his  inner  turmoil  and  de¬ 
speration.  Man  has  only  two  options  in  the  face  of  Death.  One  is 
to  follow  the  path  of  extreme  cruelly,  the  other  the  path  of 
extreme  compromise.  Duryodhana  had  become  flexible.  Did  he 
think  Kama  was  a  horse  who  could  be  yoked  to  a  war-chariot 
however  and  whenever  he  wanted? 

“King,  all  will  break  their  promises,  the  womb  of  earth  will  buret 
open,  but  Kama  will  stand  by  his  word.  If  you  really  feel  that  you 
need  my  presence  as  Commandcr-in-Chief,  then  go  and  tell 
Grandsire  Bhishma  to  throw  away  his  arms  and  withdraw  from 
battle.”  1  told  Duryodhana  to  do  this. 

Ten  hundred  thousand  Kaurava  soldiers  had  laid  down  their 
lives.  Grandsire  Bhishma’s  bloody  gamble  was  still  continuing.  He 
had  failed  to  snap  the  ties  of  delusion  and  affection. 

I  got  the  impression  that  Duryodhana  went  straight  from  my 
tent  to  the  tent  of  Grandsire  Bhishma.  I  could  not  find  out  what 
they  discussed  but — but  it  seemed  likely  that  Duryodhana  openly 
asked  him  to  resign  as  Commander-in-Chief  because,  on  the  ninth 
day,  Bhishma  deployed  his  forces  in  the  all-auspicious  mystical 
diagram,  the  Sarvatobhadra,  and  spread  terror  among  the 
Pandavas.  By  killing  the  maha-chariot-hero  Shalanika,  he  re¬ 
kindled  the  eternal  flame  of  hope.  Everyone  fell  that  things  would 
now  turn  for  the  better.  That  night,  the  tenth  of  the  dark  fortnight, 
the  tents  of  the  Kauravas  relaxed  in  the  light  of  the  moon.  The 
Dhrishadvati  rippled  past,  red  with  the  blood-waters  of  the  Ganga 
of  the  battlefield.  Fate  hovered,  circling  ominously.  Nine  days  had 
passed — so  far,  so  good! 

The  eleventh  day— Krishna  Ekadashi— dawned.  Unlike  the 
previous  days,  it  was  getting  colder  now.  Mist  clung  to  the  field. 

The  sky  was  overcast.  It  had  become  routine  to  hear  the  sounds  of 
doom  at  daybreak,  and  the  Dhrishadvati  felt  something  was 
strangely  missing,  because  an  eerie  peace  prevailed  on  its  banks.  I 
fell  a  peculiar  unease  also,  because  I  could  not  understand  how  to 
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believe  all  that  Duryodhana  was  telling  me  though  he  stood  right 

in  front  of  me  ,  ,  n, 

“Last  night  Yudhishthira  went  to  Grandsire  Bhishma  s  tent  1  ne 
mam  topic  of  their  conversation  was  Shikhandin  "  Duryodhana’s 
words  numbed  me  Why  should  Grandsire  Bhishma,  as  our 
Commander-in  Chief,  meet  Yudhishthira  alone  at  all?  Why  did  he 
talk  to  him  for  a  whole  hour’  And  after  all  that  why  did  he  keep 
everyone  in  the  dark’  What  plans  did  he  concoct’  What  was  the 
connection  between  him  and  Shikhandin’  Nothing  seemed  to 
make  sense 

“King,  I  have  reached  the  end  of  my  patience  If  Grandsire 
Bhishma  cannot  rout  at  least  one  major  Pandava  warrior  today,  he 
should  accept  the  fact  that  he’s  defeated  And  1  will  then  take  up 
arms  If  this  doesn’t  happen  today  then  I  will  return  the  crown 
you  have  given  me  and,  placing  it  at  your  feet,  1  will  find  my  way 
back  to  Champanagan  I  have  listened  to  enough  of  ten  days’  din 
of  war  drums  and  weapons  from  a  distance,  and  now  I  have 
become  deaf  to  everything  My  war»eager  steed  Vayujit  is  rusting 
away  useless  Dust  is  gathering  on  my  Jaitra  war*chariot,  and  dust 
is  clouding  my  fame  too  Go  Tell  Grandsire  Bhishma  that  he 
either  opens  the  floodgates  of  war  or  severs  Kama’s  jugular  ”  It 
was  not  possible  for  me  to  cover  up  the  totality  of  my  desperation 
as  I  gave  Duryodhana  the  last  message  before  he  proceeded  to  the 
battlefield  As  soon  as  Duryodhana  left  in  a  huff,  I  yoked  Vayujit 
and  four  other  white  horses  to  my  Jaitra  chanot  It  was  my  earnest 
desire  that  I  should  not  fail  in  my  duty  to  offer  a  wreath  at  the 
samadhi  of  Shon  who  all  his  life  had  happily  shared  my  joys  and 
sorrows  Leaving  Kurukshetra  and  the  capital  behind,  my  chariot 
sped  to  Shon  s  memorial  situated  on  the  border  of  the  kingdom  of 
Virata  The  clamour  of  war  drums  lay  behind  me  I  had  to  return 
at  all  costs  by  dusk  Flanked  by  two  horses  each  on  both  sides, 
Vayujit  raced  with  his  tail  puffed  high,  he  had  always  appeared  to 
me  to  be  like  Shon  My  memories  of  Shon  were  as  white  and  pure 
and  precious  and  countless  as  the  hairs  on  the  thick  bushy  tail  of 
Vayujit  As  soon  as  they  came  into  view,  the  silent  stones  of 
Shon’s  samadhi  on  the  bank  of  the  Yamuna  seemed  to  lift  their 
hands  and  speak  to  me  ‘Come,  Vasu-bhaiya  This  cruel  and 
unjust  world  never  really  understood  you  And  it  never  will  Tell 
me  everything,  whatever  you  want  to  say  Do  you  think  that  this 
charioteer  will  not  be  able  to  keep  his  joys  and  sorrows  to  himselP 
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Had  I  been  living,  then,  O  son  of  the  Sun  God,  I  would  gladly 
have  taken  charge  of  your  chanot’s  reins  I  would  have  encased 
you  in  your  steel  armour  But  what’s  happening  is  the  opposite — 
you  are  placing  flowers  on  me  Why  have  you  brought  this  wreath‘d 
Elder  does  not  offer  flowers  in  homage  to  younger  ” 

They  were  silent  like  me — (he  deep,  serene  flow  of  the  Ganga, 
and  his  samadhi  But  I  could  experience  a  meaningful  communion 
Washing  my  face  and  hands  in  the  pure,  clean  water  of  the 
Yamuna,  I  placed  the  wreath  on  the  samadhi,  and  instantly  fell  a 
peace  come  over  me  As  I  gazed  at  the  water,  a  stray  remark  of 
Ashvatthaman  came  to  my  mind,  “Life  is  a  river  that  flows  on  the 
bed  of  birth  and  death  ” 

“I  have  to  leave  you,  Shon  ”  I  knelt  and  paid  my  homage  at  the 
samadhi  With  the  rays  of  the  setting  sun  caressing  his  back, 
Vayujit  sped  back  to  Kurukshetra  I  had  no  worries  now  There 
was  nothing  to  block  my  path  There  was  no  reason  to  turn  back 
That  entire  day  passed  in  nding  to  and  from  the  samadhi  My 
chariot  halted  in  front  of  rny  tent  just  when  the  war-trumpets  were 
sounding  the  cessation  of  the  day’s  battle  How  tranquil  everything 
appeared'  I  could  not  see  any  soldiers  generously  discussing  each 
other’s  exploits  while  returning  to  their  tents  Why  such  an  eene, 
frightening  silence'^  Tfie  battle  was  over,  but  why  were  no  soldiers 
returning?  What  had  happened*^  My  mind  was  flooded  with  mis¬ 
givings  even  as  I  unharnessed  Vayujit 

A  sandpiper  shrilled  harshly  and  skittered  across  the  bank  of  the 
Drtshadvati  }  was  tntrigu^d  by  fts  shnck  The  shades  dusk  were 
becoming  hazy  and  obscure  The  dense  dark  of  the  eleventh  day  of 
the  dark  fortnight  engulfed  (he  tents  of  both  camps  Even  the 
torches  could  not  reduce  the  darkness 

It  was  one  hour  after  sunset — and  why  had  Satyascna  still  not 
returned  to  the  tent?  Had  he  become  a  fatal  target  m  today’s 
battle*^  The  flap  of  the  tent-door,  worn  out  through  constant 
rolling  and  unrolling,  was  on  (he  verge  of  falling  apart  My  eyes 
tired  trying  to  pierce  through  the  pilch  dark  that  enveloped  Kuruk¬ 
shetra  What  was  going  on*?  What  had  happened  today’'  Fimlly.  I 
heard  the  tapping  of  hooves  But  the  beat  was  not  the  normal 
rhythm  of  the  hooves  of  Satyasena’s  horse  The  gait  was  irregular 
“Maharaja,  Grandsire  Bhishma  has  fallen,”  he  said  as  he 
clumsily  dismounted  from  his  horse  and  approached  me 

I  fell  as  if  the  Himalayas  had  cracked  and  burst  “UTio  did  such 
an  incredible  deed''”  I  shouted  as  I  shook  his  shoulders 
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“Arjuna  He  placed  the  eunuch  Shikhandm  in  front  Grandsire 
Bhishma  is  m  great  pain  All  have  met  him,  paid  homage,  and 
departed  But  his  eyes  seem  to  be  awaiting  someone  and  and 
he  said  even  as  he  stumbled  and  nearly  fell 
“And  what,  Satyasena*^” 

“And  our  Bhanusena  is  dead  They  have  kept  his  corpse  waiting 
for  you  to  come  and  perform  the  last  rite  of  lighting  the  pyre 
Averting  his  face,  he  wiped  his  eyes  with  a  corner  of  his  shawl 
“Bhanusena  gone'>  Go,  Satyasena,  light  his  pyre  1  leave  it  to  all 
of  you  Don’t  wait  for  me  ” 

Mounting  Vayujit,  I  galloped  off  in  the  direction  of  the  battle¬ 
field  My  mind  was  a  whirlwind  of  thoughts  Darkness  every¬ 
where  Grandsire  Bhishma  toppled  The  sceptre  of  the  Kauravas 
fallen  I  had  had  differences  with  him  He  never  treated  me  as 
anything  more  than  a  chanoteer  In  his  eyes,  I  was  no  better  than 
an  ardha  rathi  Why  then  did  I  feel  for  him*^  Was  I  deceiving 
myself'’  No,  no  Why  did  I  have  this  ego  problem  when  it  came  to 
meeting  an  injured  warrior  on  the  bunk  of  death*’  How  did  the 
question  of  shame  or  glory  enter  here*’  How  could  there  be  a 
difference  of  opinion  here*’  It  was  only  a  matter  of  time  before  that 
grand  old  man  left  us  Should  I  go  on  secretly  finding  fault  with 
him'’  Others  might  do  just  that— but  not  Kama  I  must  meet  him 
A  son's  obsequies  could  wait 

As  if  reading  my  mind,  Vayujit  halted  by  himself  near  a  tent 
where  a  huge  crowd  had  gathered  The  flaming  torches,  instead  of 
scattenng  the  dark,  only  intensified  it  A  horde  of  sad-faced  soldiers 
had  assembled  to  get  a  darshan  of  their  dying  Commander-m  Chief 
That  brave  hero  who  slept  on  luxurious  beds  m  the  palace  now  lay  on 
a  bed  of  sharp  arrows  A  few  dry  twigs  had  stuck  in  his  white  beard 
The  impressive  crown  on  his  head  was  conspicuously  missing  The 
bastika  arrows  that  had  pierced  his  body  had  not  been  removed 
Dark  circles  had  formed  round  his  eyes  The  grass  under  his  body 
was  blessed,  made  pure,  as  it  were  A  Brahmin  named  Shampaka 
cradled  his  head  m  his  lap  He  had  full  faith  in  Shampaka 

“Mighty-armed  Bhishma^”  By  the  time  I  realised  that  in  my 
emotional  confusion  I  had  uttered  “Bhishma”  instead  of 
“Grandsire’ ,  the  word  had  reached  his  ears  I  could  not  retract  it 
now 

His  piercing  eyes,  hidden  behind  wnnkled  eyelids,  half  opened 
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His  long  lips  quivered  and  made  indistinct  sounds  Once  again 
from  that  old,  tired,  worn-out  body  lying  on  its  death-bed  emerged 

that  striking  lone — a  tone  like  that  of  an  arrow  sinking  a  stone _ 

with  deep  emotion,  with  deep  affection 
“Whot  Kama'  Come  near  me,  here  ”  With  both  hands  he 
waved  away  the  soldiers  and  attendants  No  one  remained  near, 
except  the  wheezily  burning  torches  Even  Shampaka  left,  letting 
go  of  the  Grandsire's  head 

“Yes  It  is  Kama  Kama,  son  of  a  charioteer  How  can  /  come 
near  And  why*^”  It  was  my  ego-horse  snorting 
“Kama,  who’s  charioteer’  Who’s  Kshatnya?  AH  wrong,  all 
false  Come  near  me — no,  very  close  Arre,  obey  me  as  a  soldier 
obeys  even  a  fallen  commander  ’’ 

I  approached  him,  like  the  high  Himalayas  and  beside  them  the 
horizontal  Vindhya  range  Such  a  sweet  tone — had  never 
experienced  such  affection  before  All  his  life  he  had  embraced 
troth,  now  with  a  similar  affection  he  stretched  out  a  hand  and 
pulled  me  into  his  arms  A  thnil  of  horripilation  ran  through  my 
body.  This  was  the  third  divine  unforgettable  touch  in  my  life 
“Kama,  you  are  not  a  charioteer’s  son  You  are  the  eldest  son  of 
the  Queen  Mother  Kunti  ”  In  the  brief  pause  I  could  hear  dis¬ 
tinctly  the  wheezing  of  the  flickering  torches  He  was  under  the 
impression  that  the  truth  he  had  spoken  was  being  heard  by  me  for 
the  first  time  The  relationship  did  not  mean  much  to  me  any 
more  “I  am  not  a  charioteer’s  son — not  Kunti’s  son — not  even  the 
Sun-God’s  son — I  am  just  a  living  being — ready  to  face  with  deter¬ 
mination  anything  that  happens  to  me  ’’  That  was  my  only  belief 
“What’s  the  matter’  Doesn’t  this  news  affect  you  in  any  way’’’ 

As  he  spoke,  the  arrows  embedded  in  his  chest  heaved  slightly 
“It  doesn’t  I  am  aware  of  this  fact  ” 

“That  means— that  means  your  mind  must  be  filled  with  bitter¬ 
ness  and  anger  against  me  for  the  disrespect  and  insult  I  heaped  on 
you  so  often — but,  my  son,  that  is  not  so  Arre,  it  was  never  my 
intention  to  belittle  you  The  real  reason  for  my  addressing  you  as 
ardha-ralhi  and  so  preventing  you  from  entenng  the  battlefield 
was  to  ensure  that  you  did  not  slaughter  your  own  brothers,  since 
you  were  not  aware  of  the  relationship  The  mind  of  an  old  man  is 
like  an  anvil  His  head  accepts  molten  steel,  as  well  as  sledge¬ 
hammer  blows  But  all  the  world  hears  is  the  thud  of  hammer  on 
steel  The  anvil  itself  remains  inert,  unaffected  That  is  what  it’s 


622 


Mntyimjaya 


made  for  It’s  good  you’ve  come  to  meet  me  Remove  whatever 
misgivings  you  have  about  me  You  are  not  an  ardha-rathi,  you  are 
the  finest  of  maha-chariot-heroes  ”  He  paused,  racked  by  death¬ 
like  agony 

Sighing  heavily,  he  opened  his  eyes 
“Grandsire'”  I  choked  I  was  unable  to  go  on 
“Kama,  who  can  forget  the  fact  that  you  singlehanded  routed 
the  kings  from  various  lands  who  pounced  on  Duryodhana  who 
had  abducted  Bhanumati  in  the  kingdom  of  Kashi‘S  Not  just  the 
Magadhans,  but  I  was  astounded  by  the  way  you  forced  Jara- 
sandha  to  Uck  the  dust  The  victory  dmms  of  your  world-conquest 
are  still  ringing  in  my  ears  You  are  superior  to  Arjuna  in  strength 
and  m  the  use  of  weapons  Son  of  Kunti,  U  is  certain  that  the 
philosophy  which  has  guided  your  conduct  and  behaviour  over  the 
last  seventy  years  is  such  as  to  make  even  Yudhishthira  bow  his 
head  Your  arm-grip  is  powerful  enough  to  crush  even  Bhima 
Son,  you  are  truly  as  illustrious  as  Sn  Krishna  Go  and  join  your 
brothers  Go  and  fall  at  the  feet  of  your  mother  Kunti  Devi,  who 
has  seen  nothing  but  sorrows  in  her  life,  who  even  as  Queen 
Mother  has  had  to  live  the  harsh  life  of  an  ascetic,  whose  bird-eyes 
all  her  life  have  fluttered  expectantly  for  a  glimpse  of  you,  and 
whose  heart  has  always  silently  grieved  for  you  Let  my  death  be 
the  beginning  of  the  end  of  this  cosmic  fire  of  enmity  and  destruc¬ 
tion  With  you  gone,  Duryodhana  will  be  as  helpless  as  a  string- 
snapped  bow  And  this  war,  which  will  pointlessly  consume  lakhs 
and  lakhs  of  lives,  will  come  to  an  end  Go  to  the  Pandavas  TTie 
corners  of  his  eyes  were  bnmming  with  tears  His  hand  on  my  back 
trembled  The  arrows  embedded  in  his  chest  shook  Waves  of 
delusion  distracting  me  from  the  performance  of  my  duty  once 
again  hemmed  me  in  It  was  essential  that  a  firm  stand  be  taken 
‘  Grandsire,  Sn  Krishna  placed  exactly  such  a  proposal  in  front 
of  me  in  the  same  emotion-charged  language,  as  a  clever  political 
ploy  The  Queen  Mother  attracted  me  with  exactly  such  a  lure — so 
that  her  sons  never  need  fear  me  And  you  have  presented  the 
same  proposal  to  me  in  very  sincere  terms  The  fact  that  you  are 
telling  me  this  while  lying  on  you  death-bed  shows  how  much  you 
love  me  But — but  I  have  lost  my  way  And  I  have  no  choice  but  to 
proceed  on  that  path  Like  Sri  Krishna  to  the  Pandavas,  I  will 
become  the  saviour  of  the  Kauravas  I  have  placed  my  wealth,  my 
body,  my  faithful  retinue,  and  my  fame  in  the  service  of 
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Duryodhana  Like  wind  harassing  fire,  I  will  harass  the  Pandavas 
including  Arjuna  You  must  excuse  me,  and  please  do  not  entrap 
me  in  any  massive  snare  of  delusion  If  you  wish  to  give  me 
something,  grant  me  your  blessings  ” 

“You  are  blessed,  Kama  You  are  the  only  one  deserving  to  be 
called  Kunti’s  first-born  Go,  give  up  feelings  of  enmity  and  pick 
up  your  bow  as  the  Commander-in-Chief  of  the  Kauravas  Lead 
the  Kaurava  army  as  a  true  Kshatnya,  not  blinded  by  anything 
Your  noble  innermost  self  will  obtain  the  magnificent  realm  of  the 
gods  Go  with  my  blessings,  which  are  with  you  always  ”  Tears  fell 
from  his  Himalayan  eyes,  drenching  his  bed  of  arrows  His  arrows 
seemed  to  be  piercing  me 

As  I  rose  and  touched  his  feet,  and  did  pradakshma,  my  mind- 
jar,  till  now  so  steady,  cracked  There  was  nothing  lasting,  nothing 
permanent  in  the  world  if  Death  could  overpower  even  so  great  a 
truth'Speaker  as  Grandsire  Bhishma  who  practised  such  intense 
brahmacharya  Why  had  Arjuna,  who  had  once  played  on  the  old 
man’s  knee,  a  man  comparable  to  one’s  own  father,  turned  him 
into  a  block  of  wood  lying  on  a  bed  of  arrows'^ 

My  tear  drops  like  pearls  fell  at  his  sacred  feet  His  lifted  hand 
blessed  me  “May  victory  be  yours,  Kama’’’  The  Commander-m- 
Chief  who  all  his  life  had  offered  arghya  to  the  Sun-God,  who  kept 
a  firm  will  in  an  aging  body,  had  the  power  to  keep  death  at  bay  till 
the  Sun  arrived  at  its  summer  solstice  Nothing  should  obstruct  his 
final  sadhana — thinking  so,  I  returned  to  my  tent  The  torches  all 
around  were  flaming  brightly  Cnckets  shrilled  in  the  thick 
darkness 

Somewhere,  m  the  obscure  distant  corner  of  my  body,  a  string 
of  my  mind  s  veena  strummed  I  had  not  obtained  the  blessing  of 
Radha  mata  I  had  had  no  opportunity  to  touch  the  feet  of  my 
father  Nor  had  I  met  Vnshali  I  had  no  news  of  Supnya  Only 
Vrishaketu  remained  in  the  palace  Impossible  to  imagine  what  he 
must  be  thinking  The  sudden  events  following  the  selection  of  the 
Commander-m-Chief  prevented  me  from  stepping  into  the  capital 
How  would  I  be  able  to  meet  all  of  them'^  Tomorrow  itself  was  the 
day  I  was  entering  the  battle 


Satyasena,  who  had  gone  to  perform  the  last  ntes  of  Bbanusena. 
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hjd  not  returned  1  was  sure  that  my  son’s  atman  would  not  be 
angry  with  me,  even  though  1  had  not  personally  performed  the 
rites  Brave  Bhanusena,  who  perished  as  a  hero  on  the  battlefield, 
was  not  even  aware  that  the  person  who  had  killed  him,  Bhima, 
was  his  own  uncle  Well,  unknowingly  though  it  was,  Bhima  was 
responsible  for  my  son's  sacrifice  on  the  field  Even  the  last  few 
seeds  of  shraddha,  love  and  kinship  in  my  heart  had  been  reduced 
to  ashes  by  that  act  My  mind  was  bereft  of  feeling,  my  body 
numb  Occasionally  1  glimpsed  Grandsire  Bhishma's  mutilated 
body  on  the  screen  of  my  tent  “Give  up  feelings  of  enmity,  and 
fight — discard  your  arrogance,  and  lead  the  army  ”  His  last  words 
danced  in  front  of  my  eyes  Eyes  closed,  1  sat  on  a  seat  whose 
softness  felt  thorny  to  me 

“Maharaja,  look  who  has  come  to  see  you’”  Satyasena  had 
slipped  in  like  a  whiff  of  wind,  1  had  no  idea  when 

“Go,  Satyasena  No  one  but  Death  now  can  come  to  meet 
Kama  1  don’t  wish  to  meet  anyone,  with  the  exception  of  Arjuna 
on  the  battlefield  ’  With  intense  anguish  I  lifted  my  finger  and 
pointedly  showed  Satyasena  the  way  out 

‘No,  Maharaja  If  you  see  who  is  waiting  to  meet  you,  you  will 
even  refuse  Death  a  temporary  admission  Vrishali  is  standing 
outside  ” 

Was  Satyasena  doing  his  duty  as  a  brother,  was  he  as  one  of  the 
family  arranging  a  reunion  between  husband  and  wife,  or  was  he 
trying  to  be  a  dutiful  soldier  who  had  to  know  the  mind  of  bis 
Commander-in-Chief  on  the  eve  of  battle*^  Why  was  everyone 
around  me  without  reason  showering  me  with  such  love  and 
affection*^  Did  I  deserve  all  that‘s 

“Vnshah'^  What’s  the  idea  of  keeping  her  waiting  outside, 
Satyasena*^’’  I  glanced  out  of  the  tent  as  I  chided  him 

“She  says  that  it  would  not  be  proper  for  her  to  enter  because  it 
is  not  proper  for  the  wives  of  soldiers  to  enter  their  tents  on  the  eve 
of  battle,  and  what  would  the  soldiers  think  if  they  saw  the 
Commander-in-Chiefs  wife  inside  his  tent*^  She  wants  to  know 
how  her  husband  will  explain  this  That  is  why  she  prefers  to  stand 
outside  She  is  yearning  for  a  darshan  of  you,  Maharaj  1  also 
desire  it  That  is  why,  despite  the  pitch  darkness,  I  have  brought 
her  with  me  from  Hastinapura  You  see,  I  am  after  all  her 
brother  His  face  seemed  to  pale  Each  word  of  his  came  out,  as  it 
were,  a  prayer 
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“Come  ”  1  followed  him  outside  My  wife  stood  there,  in  the 
dim  light  of  the  torches  I  surmised  that  Satyasena  had  not  broken 
the  news  of  Bhanusena’s  death  to  her,  that  was  the  reason  surely 
for  her  composure  Was  my  life’s  partner  going  to  fight  by  my  side 
on  the  field  of  battle*^ 

“Come  inside,  Vnshali  *' 

“Maharaja’”  She  hesitated 

“Come  in,  Vnshali  Your  entering  will  not  upset  any  Kaurava 
soldier  Society  doesn’t  care  one  broken  cowrie  for  the  ideals  that  I 
had  cherished  so  deeply  in  my  heart — and  what  kind  of  ideal  is  this 
that  you  are  setting'^  Why  are  you  hesitating*^  Come  in  ”  Adjusting 
the  veil  around  her  head,  she  set  foot  in  the  tent  Had  I  so  wished, 
she  would  have  entered  even  a  blazing  fire 
“Are  you  alone,  Vnshali’^”  I  did  not  know  what  else  to  say 
“Father  and  mother  are  so  feeble  they  can’t  come  here 
Vrishaketu  is  mourning  Bhanusena,  so  Supnya  has  stayed  back  to 
console  him,  on  my  instructions  ” 

“So  you  know  of  his  death  Who  told  you^” 

How  could  she  be  so  calm  even  after  Bhanusena’s  death'’  She 
was  the  wife  of  Kama — how  excellently  she  lived  up  to  that 
dignified  status’ 

“Satyasena-bhaiya  And — and  everyone  knows  you  didn’t  even 
go  for  his  last  rites  ” 

She  lowered  her  head  with  the  weight  of  gnef,  and  wiped  her 
eyes  with  the  end  of  her  veil 

“Vrishah  ”  I  did  not  know  what  to  say 
“I  know,  Maharaja  Your  life  has  been  wasted  marrying  a  low- 
caste  chanoteer’s  daughter  But  how  did  you  manage  to  forget 
your  father  and  mother'’  Why  did  it  never  stnke  you  to  have  their 
darshan  at  least'’  Why  did  you  not  come  to  the  capital’” 

“Who  who  informed  you  I  am  not  a  charioteer’” 

“The  Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi  Anyone  else  would  have 
accepted  the  promise  you  made  on  the  bank  of  the  Ganga,^  and 
returned  assured,  but  she  came  to  meet  me,  only  because 
“Because  ” 

“Because  she  is  still  yearning  for  you,  that’s  why.  Because  as  a 
wife  I  should  also  discuss  it  with  you  Maharaja,  her  Jove  for  you  is 
boundless  If  not  for  us,  at  least  for  her  sake  you  should  stop  the 
war.”  - 

“Vnshali,  do  you  also  feel  that  marrying  you  has  been  a  waste  oi 
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my  life'’  No,  no,  no  It’s  for  your  sake  1  refused  Sn  Krishna,  for 
your  sake  I  sent  back  the  Queen  Mother,  for  your  sake  I  did  not 
fulfil  the  Grandsire’s  last  wishes  I  was  a  charioteer,  and  that  is 
what  I  still  am,  today  Not  because  I  have  to,  but  proudly  1  will 
declare  to  all  that  I  am  the  son  of  Radha-mata  and  venerable 
Adhiratha,  and  if  you  wait  till  morning  I  will  state  in  your  presence 
to  the  rising  Sun-God  that  ” 

“What'’” 

“That  if  I  could  get  a  wife  like  Vnshali,  I  would  prefer  to  be  a 
charioteer’s  son  not  for  one  birth  only  but  for  hundreds  of  re¬ 
births  But  but  don’t  bring  in  the  war  That  cannot  now  be 
stopped  ” 

“Maharaja,  ever  since  the  Queen  Mother  met  me,  for  the  last 
fifteen  days  I  have  offered  the  flowers  of  my  tears  before  the  shard 
of  the  pot,  clutching  this  hope  in  my  heart  You  belong  to  us; 
please  don’t  leave  us  and  go  ”  Her  round,  fair,  lotus-like  face  was 
drenched  with  tears  She  stepped  forward,  stooped,  and  touched 
my  feet  My  heart  filled  with  waves  of  pnde,  love  and  communion 

Rise,  Vnshali  Have  you  ever  heard  anyone  m  the  city  say  that 
Maharaja  Shantanu  deserted  his  fish-fragrant  wife  Satyavati*’  Has 
anyone  ever  suggested  to  you  that  Maharaja  Yayati  spurned 
Sharmishtha'’  I  have  grown  up  m  that  same  city,  in  that  very 
palace  A  husband  and  a  wife  are  two  bodies  with  one  soul,  united 
from  previous  births  Neither  society  nor  dharma  nor  politics  can 
^parate  them  False  prestige  cannot  break  that  pure  bond  Rise 
Don’t  worry  Go  to  the  city  and,  if  you  can,  give  half  of  that  shard 
to  Supriya  You  are  the  wise  one,  the  elder  one  Rise  ”  With 
trembling  hands  I  raised  her  by  the  arms  Like  a  creeper  twining 
round  a  tree,  she  clung  tightly  to  me  Caressing  her  thick  wavy 
air,  my  hand  seemed  to  be  saying,  “Vnshali,  if  I  return  alive, 
there  is  the  bank  of  the  Ganga,  the  waves  of  the  Yamuna,  if  I 
meet  on  the  banks  of  the  Ganga  in  heaven  ” 
t  leave  to  go  ”  She  removed  from  the  end  of  her  shawl 

e  mger-protector  that  Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi  had  given  her 
on  our  wedding,  and  slipped  it  on  my  right  thumb  She  was 
wearing  a  blue  silk,  gold-dotted  san  chosen  both  from  the  presents 
given  by  the  Queen  Mother 

“You  may  leave  And  inform  Radha-mata  that  before  sunnse 
tomorrow  I  will  come  to  the  palace  for  her  darshan  and  her  blessing,’ 

1  said  Adjusting  her  shawl  tightly  on  her  head,  she  moved 
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aside  the  woven  screen,  and  left  I  could  dearly  see,  in  the  light  of 
the  torch,  the  eyes  of  Satyasena,  who  was  standing  outside,  glow 
with  happiness  Holding  aloft  a  torch  in  one  hand,  he  nimbly 
climbed  into  the  chariot  No  sooner  had  Vnshali  sat  in  the  chariot 
than  he  flicked  the  reins  A  fine-wire  nuance  of  awareness 
strummed  within  me  though  a  husband,  I  had  forgotten  a  funda¬ 
mental  norm  of  tradition 

“Wait,  Satyasena,”  I  stopped  him  by  raising  my  arm  from  the 
door  of  the  tent  “I  completely  forgot  to  give  Vnshali  what  must  be 
given  ”  Holding  a  sharp  snake-arrow  in  one  hand,  I  ran  to  the 
chariot  Both  looked  on,  astounded 
“Vnshali,  the  auspicious  sign  of  a  marned  woman  ” 

I  snicked  the  sharp  arrow-point  on  my  left  thumb,  and  with  my 
right  thumb  I  smeared  the  blood  drop  on  her  broad  forehead  How 
beautiful  she  looked  with  that  vermilion  tilak’  How  pure'  There 
are  those  who  say  that  Kama  made  a  mistake  by  gifting  his  flesh- 
ear-rings  and  skm-armour  to  Indra — but  how  will  these  people 
understand  that  had  I  possessed  the  impenetrable  skm-armour  I 
would  have  been  deprived  of  the  good  fortune  of  being  able  to 
apply  the  auspicious  tilak  on  Vnshali’s  forehead*^ 

Satyasena  jerked  the  reins  As  the  horses  sped  forward,  the 
flaming  torch  in  his  hand  flickered  on  the  road  to  Hastinapura  I 
kept  staring  till  it  disappeared  in  a  distant  bend 

22 

There  was  only  one  choice  left  for  me  in  the  impending  war — to 
fight,  in  accordance  with  the  tradition,  in  order  to  obtain  fame  To 
fight  for  the  Kauravas — for  the  land  of  the  Kauravas 
I  could  not  make  out  who  had  cheated  me  What  Duryodhana 
had  done  all  this  long  time  over  these  years — even  if  I  mentioned  it 
all  to  anyone,  I  would  not  be  believed  Uncle  Shakuni,  Duhsha- 
sana,  Maharaja  Dhritarashtra— the  great  war  was  not  being  fought 
by  any  of  these  royal  characters  I  and  only  I,  had  to  fight  this  war. 
with  whatever  weapons  lay  to  hand,  with  whatever  could  be  used 
as  a  weapon  That  would  establish  my  Kama-hood  That  would 
give  prestige  to  my  upbringing,  to  Che  Kauravas,  and  to  the  land  of 
the  Kauravas 

This  land'  Who  knows  how  many  great  sacrifices  had  been  made 
by  how  man>  for  this  land  How  many  brave  warriors,  how  manv 
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boys  and  girls  men  and  women  had  smilingly  offered  their  lotus- 
lives  in  the  great  yajna  performed  to  protect  the  throne  of 
Hastinapura  1  had  to  fight  tomorrow  in  order  to  show  my 
solidarity  with  all  those  souls  who  were  wandering  in  the  surround¬ 
ings  1  had  in  the  nick  of  time  suppressed  the  stormy  emotions  that 
raged  in  my  heart  If  I  hadn’t  if  I  hadn’t,  I  do  not  myself  know 
what  would  have  happened 

It  was  essential  to  stop  the  life-long  confusion  of  a  traveller  lost 
m  a  forest 

With  a  calm  mind,  1  arrived  at  a  single  clear  purpose,  and 
dropped  off  to  sleep 
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I  knew  thal  war  would  never  be  the  final 
solution  War  doesn’t  resolve  conflicts,  war  doesn’t  solve 
problems  In  fact,  war’s  bloody  massacres  generate  a  ternble  fear 
that  mankind  may  lose  all  sense  of  humanity  The  danger  is  that 
society  may  collapse  altogether  Tlje  cultural  foundations  of  a 
country  are  impenlled  The  fear  is  that  the  enchanting  dreams  that 
mankind  has  cherished  generation  after  generation  will  shatter 
When  we  are  seeking  life’s  central  purpose  our  minds  can  get 
overpowered  by  black  doubts  and  confusions  And  yet  I  had  gone 
ahead  and  ignited  this  great  war  between  the  Pandavas  and  the 
Kauravas  I  had  started  a  massive  yajna  that  would  consume  lakhs 
and  lakhs  of  soldiers  I  had  begun  a  mind-blowing  game  that  would 
unleash  the  venom  dormant  in  every  person  I  had  sparked  off  a 
horrendous  confrontation  and  clash  of  the  particles  that  energise 
the  universe  Why*’  Because  1  was  some  sort  of  stone-hearted 
murderer’^  Did  I  desire  the  destruction  of  all  living  creatures  in  the 
world‘s  Did  I  want  the  whole  of  Aryavarta  to  be  shrouded  with 
cruelty,  disrespect,  anarchy,  and  selfishness*^  Certainly  not 
I  jit  the  fire  of  the  war,  I  was  the  one  who  exhorted  back  to 
battle  dry-throated  Arjuna  when,  paralysed  by  compassion  for  his 
relatives,  he  flung  aside  his  Gandiva  bow  I  took  the  reins  of  his 
Nandighosha  chariot  in  order  to  guide  his  horses  On  the  third  day 
of  the  war  I  violated  my  promise  not  to  wield  arms  m  battle,  but 
that  did  not  worry  me  Why  did  I  do  all  this*^  What  was  my  motive*^ 
Only  to  punish  Duryodhana  and  Duhshasana  for  so  grossly  insult¬ 
ing  pure-charactered  Draupadi*^  To  uproot  once  and  for  all  the 
wicked  political  intngues  of  Uncle  Shakuni*^  To  expose  the  sweet 
but  ineffective  “non-alignment”  of  Bhishma  and  Drona*^  To  apply 
the  glossy  collynum  of  truth  in  the  unseeing  eyes  of  Dhntarashtra*^ 

To  show  the  path  to  heaven  to  misguided,  lost  and  perpetually 
confused  Karna*^  No  This  would  have  been  easy  enough  I  would 
have  made  special  efforts  to  achieve  special  results  Nor  was  it  a 
question  of  establishing  two  separate  kingdoms 
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The  problem  facing  me  was  simple— it  concerned  all  mankind 
The  problem  was  one  of  ultimate  and  eternal  truth  The  problem 
concerned  the  immortal  souls  of  all  manner  of  life,  the  entire 
multitudinosity  of  creation 

The  one  never-changing  and  ultimate  truth  of  life  is  immortal, 
radiant  consciousness,  which  you  can  never  experience  by  cooping 
yourself  up  in  the  voluptuous  dissipations  of  palace-pleasures  By 
dinging  to  impure  attachments,  like  a  crocodile  c'utching  at  an 
elephant  in  a  river,  one  never  tastes  that  consciousness  For  that, 
every  vein  in  our  body  must  deeply  and  unequivocally  realise  that, 
just  as  night  succeeds  day,  death  inevitably  succeeds  life  The 
heart,  the  mind,  the  body — all  must  become  conscious  of  the  soul 
Then  there  is  no  need  for  any  other  person  to  tell  us  what  is  the 
truth,  and  to  prove  it  Truth  then  emanates  from  every  body  by 
Itself  Salvation  and  supreme  enlightenment  are  not  obtained  by 
going  around  with  a  begging  bowl  You  don’t  quench  your  hunger 
by  watching  another  eat  You  don’t  stake  your  thirst  by  watching 
another  drink  Similarly,  just  advice  from  another  is  not  going  to 
bring  about  one’s  own  salvation  Wherever  there  is  life — that’s 
where  the  Soul  is — and  that’s  where  the  Soul  struggles  for 
salvation  You  cannot  see  this  from  the  outside,  but  this  is  what’s 
happening  all  the  time  The  meaning  of  hfe  is  self-manifestation 
Occasionally,  mankind  faces  the  prospect  of  annihilation  of  all 
manifestation  This  happens  when  mankind,  violating  senptures, 
moral  advice,  and  basic  social  norms,  drowns  itself  in  self- 
indulgence  This  happens  when  it  does  not  have  time  to  see  that 
beyond  the  world  of  the  sense  is  another  subtle  level  of  ex¬ 
perience  Then  mankind  has  to  mark  time,  and  nothing  then  seems 
to  work  except  war  That  was  the  only  reason  I  lit  the  fire  of  war 

2 


Ten  days  had  passed  The  horrors  of  the  carnage  kept  increas¬ 
ing  The  dm  was  terrifying  1  saw  all  this  as  1  held  the  reins  in  the 
Nandighosha  chariot  of  my  life-precious  disciple  Arjuna  and 
manoeuvred  the  pure-white  horses  through  the  four-fold  army 
divisions  1  had  joined  the  Pandavas  as  their  charioteer  m  order  to 
help  them,  and  as  1  observed  the  massacre  going  on  in  Kuruk- 
shetra  I  was  sure  that  the  Pandavas  were  going  to  win  Because 
because  to  the  Pandavas,  including  Arjuna,  Kama,  the  son  of  the 
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Sun-God,  was  an  infinitely  heroic.  Kala-like  bringer  of  doom  like 
Death  himself,  and  he  was  not  going  to  enter  the  battle  until 
Bhishma  fell.  There  was  no  leader  in  the  Kaurava  ranks  to  equal 
Kama,  who  had  purified  himself  by  continuous  sadhana,  who  was 
eminently  efficient,  and  who  radiated  heroic  splendour.  So  out  of 
the  goodness  of  my  heart  I  went  to  Hastinapura  and,  explaining  his 
divine  birth  to  him,  I  did  all  I  could  to  win  him  over  to  the  side  of 
the  Pandavas,  But  even  I,  who  wield  the  Sudarshana  chakra,  failed 
to  swerve  that  ocean-powerful  will  of  his.  While  returning  from 
Hastinapura,  I  wondered  if  my  speaking  the  truth  would  in  any 
way  dent  his  determination.  But  no,  that  was  impossible.  For  he 
had  proved  in  his  life  that  only  that  person  breaks  who  has  no 
lustre,  no  magnificence.  In  fact,  his  reaction  when  he  realised  that 
he  was  the  Sun-God’s  son  astonished  everyone.  Vidura  informed 
me  that,  after  his  meeting  with  me,  Kama  returned  shouting  "T  am 
the  Sun-God's  son!  I  am  the  Sun-God's  sonl”  and,  embracing  five 
golden  water  pitchers,  he  overturned  them.  That  same  Kama  had 
vowed  not  to  set  foot  on  the  battleground  until  Bhishma  fell.  Indra 
had  very  cleverly  deprived  Kama  of  his  skin-armour  and  flesh-ear¬ 
rings  for  the  sake  of  his  son  Arjuna.  Parashurama  had  cast  a  nerve- 
shattering  curse  on  him:  “The  Brahma-missile  will  fail  you  at  the 
critical  time  in  battle.”  The  Brahmin's  ejaculation  on  Mahendra 
hill,  “The  earth  will  drag  your  chariot  wheel  down  in  battle  exactly 
like  this,”  was  not  something  anyone  could  forget.  He  had  given 
Kunti  Dei't  his  Mwd  that  he  w/wW  harm  four  of  her  sous. 
Though  he  was  the  Sun-God’s  son,  the  first  Pandava  Kama’s  role 
in  battle  was  the  same  as  mine:  we  were  both  chariot-drivers. 

But  was  this  the  whole  truth? 

The  eleventh  day  of  battle  dawned.  Flying  the  triangular  royal 
flag  of  the  Kauravas,  Guru  Drona,  leader  of  the  Kaurava  hosts, 
faced  me  grimly  on  the  field.  Dronal  Drona  was  truly  a  master  of 
all  weapons  and  war-skills.  Seeing  Bhishma  fall  on  the  tenth  day  of 
battle,  the  decimated  Kaurava  soldiers  lost  heart  but,  seeing 
Drona  installed  as  their  new  Commander-in-Chief,  they  re¬ 
grouped  with  fresh  enthusiasm  and  raised  vociferous  war-cnes. 

The  surroundings  of  Kurukshetra  rang  with  their  resurgent  sky- 
rending  shouts. 

Today  was  the  first  time  Kama,  under  the  command  of  Drona, 
entered  the  field  at  the  head  of  a  huge  chariot-force.  He  stood  in 
his  Jaitra  chariot  which  was  decked  with  creepers  and  tendrils  and 
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ornamented  with  glittering  gold-work,  and  his  impressive  tall 
figure  made  him  stand  out  like  Mount  Kailasa  m  the  Himalayas 
His  ochre  war-flag  fluttered  on  his  chanol  pole  linked  fast  by 
elephant-chains,  it  flapped  with  such  intensity  that  the  golden  pole 
swayed  with  it  And  Kama,  encased  completely  m  armour,  looked 
like  a  flaming,  ash-covered  ember  He  was  bereft  of  skin-armour 
and  flesh-ear-nngs,  there  was  a  curse  on  his  head,  but  he  could 
burn  like  fire  A  fiery  spark,  no  matter  how  small,  is  still  a  fiery 
spark  1  knew  only  too  well  that  it  would  be  foolhardy  to  confront 
Arjuna  with  a  fresh  and  energetic  Kama  In  fact,  in  the  meeting 
mside  the  tent  last  mght,  Yudhishthira  had  asked  repeatedly, 
fearfully,  “What  about  that  son  of  Radha,  that  charioteer’s  off¬ 
spring'^  ’  and  1  had  explained  that  if  Kama,  who  had  endured  so 
much  agony  all  his  life  and  whose  honour  had  been  so  bitterly 
insulted,  were  to  meet  Arjuna  on  the  field,  he  would  pulverise 
Arjuna  with  the  ease  of  a  whirlwind  reducing  a  thatched  hut  to 
shreds  in  seconds  Only  one  person  could  check  him — and  that  was 
mountainous  Bhima  That  was  why  we  unanimously  decided  to  pit 
Bhima  against  Kama  at  the  outset  No  matter  how  wrathful,  word- 
honouring  Kama  would  never  forget  the  promise  he  had  made  to 
Kunti  Devi  He  would  not  kill  Bhima  He  would  not  fatally  attack 
anyone  except  Arjuna  Now  the  valiant  one  was  no  better  than  a 
fangless  snake  or  a  clawless  lion 

During  the  period  that  Bhishma  was  Commander-in-Chief,  the 
chariot  duels,  the  stone-hurling  and  other  encounters  were  so 
fierce  that  500,000  Pandava-wamors  perished  Bhima,  Shveta, 
Satyaki,  Arjuna,  Dhrishtadyumna  and  Yuyudhana  despatched 
1,000,000  Kaurava  warriors  to  the  abode  of  Yama  Still  the 
Kaurava  army  exceeded  the  Pandava  With  Kama  and  Drona  as 
leaders  the  Kauravas  numbered  an  endlessly  surging  oceanic  force 
of  1 ,500,000  We  had  1,000,000  soldiers  arrayed  behind  the  Nandi- 
ghosha  chanot 

As  the  day  dawned,  Kama  placed  his  heavy,  magnificent, 
shoulder-high,  golden,  vanously-decorated  Vijaya  bow  m  his 
chariot,  then,  lifting  it  high,  he  waved  it  in  front  of  his  army  His 
red  veins,  as  thick  as  horses’  reins,  swelled  as  he  picked  up  his 
huge.  White  conch  Hiranyagarbha  and  blew  into  it  loudly  The  sky- 
piercing  reverberations  of  that  conch  excelled  all  others  It  was  as 
if  he  was  announcing  before  his  thousand-rayed  father,  the  Sun- 
God,  “Like  your  arrowy  rays  annihilating  the  darkness,  my  deadly 
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narachay  snake-tongued,  gold-fealhered,  needle-sharp,  vicious, 
elephant-heavy,  conch-shaped,  cha/idrapam,  gnghapatra  and 
other  arrows  will  wipe  out  Arjuna  today  I  will  see  that  the 
elephant  symbol  on  my  war-flag  tramples  the  monkey  on  his'’ 
Blowing  again  on  his  Hiranyagarbha  conch  a  peal  that  made  the 
soldiers  horripilate,  he  urged  his  massive  chanot-force  forward 
His  light  blue  eyes  turned  dark  blue  in  anger  Forgetting  that 
Drona  was  the  Commander-in-Chjef  the  maha  chariot-heroes 
behind  him  sent  up  incessant  shouts  of  “Victory'  Victory' 
Victory'”  Seeing  the  first-born  Pandava  like  the  Nishadha 
mountain  ringed  with  submarine  flames,  not  just  every  Pandava 
soldier  but  I  as  well  wondered  if  the  Sun  himself  had  taken  another 
form  and  appeared  among  us  on  his  swift,  white-horsed  chanot 
Like  the  ocean  roaring  on  the  full-moon  night  of  Purnamasi,  he 
roared,  lifting  his  bow  In  a  flash  he  had  penetrated  the  ranks 
of  the  Pandavas,  with  the  ease  of  a  crocodile  slicing  through  river 
waters  His  angry  eyes  were  searching  solely  for  Arjuna’s  banner 
But  Bhima  covered  Arjuna  every  time,  and  presented  himself 
before  Kama  Skilfully  I  manoeuvred  Arjuna’s  Nandighosha 
chanot  away  from  Kama  and  halted  it  in  front  of  Drona 
The  two  faced  each  other — the  hero  who  single-chanoted  sub 
dued  all  Aryavarta  in  his  world-conquering  mission,  the  first-born 
son  of  Kunti  whose  complexion  shone  with  a  holy  lustre  gained 
through  chanty,  tapasya,  fortitude,  and  inner  purity,  and  puissant 
Bhima  who  had  killed  such  huge-bodied  adversaries  as  Bakasura, 
Hidimba,  and  Jarasandha  They  sized  each  other  up  briefly  before 
pouncing  like  two  maddened  wild  elephants  And  the  blood¬ 
curdling  duel  began  Arrow  clashed  against  arrow  Breathing 
heavily  like  two  roused  snakes,  they  oon  shrouded  the  sky  with 
thick  arrowy  showers  Descending  hk"'  endless  torrential  rains 
from  the  Mnga  constellation,  Kama’s  ai'ows  sped  from  his  bow 
and  harassed  the  allies  of  Bhima,  among  th^m  Virata,  Matsya  and 
Panchala  Like  the  afternoon  sun  oppressing  the  desert  sands. 
Kama’s  flaming  arrows  consumed  the  Pandava  forces  So  infuri¬ 
ated  was  arrow-harassed  Bhima  that  he  downed  pitcher  after 
pitcher  of  wine  in  an  attempt  to  inject  passion  in  every  drop  of  his 
blood  Rolling  his  eyes,  which  were  flaming  crimson  like  the 
gimya-flower,  he  attacked  Kama  with  such  ferocity  that  be  sliced 
the  stnng  of  Kama’s  Vijaya  bow  eight  times  m  quick  succession 
Five  times  he  unchanoled  Kama,  wounding  Kama’s  charioteer 
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Satyasena  As  soon  as  Satyasena  toppled  from  the  chanot,  Kama 
flung  away  his  bow  Cradling  Satyasena’s  trembling  head  in  his 
lap,  he  tried  reviving  him  by  calling  out  “Satyasena*  Satyasena*  In 
the  meantime  Bhima  leapt  from  hts  chariot  into  Kama's  and 
pulverised  it  Satyasena  was  incapacitated,  but  Kama  continued  to 
battle  with  complete  composure,  keeping  in  mind  the  word  he  had 
given  his  mother  and  adopting  only  a  defensive  posture  against 
Bhima  But  Kama  could  not  control  himself  when  the  influence  of 
the  wine  transformed  Bhima  into  a  raging  ocean  storm  His  blue 
eyes  turned  red  with  anger  He  scorched  whatever  came  in  front  of 
him,  like  the  blistenng  heat  of  the  sun  in  month  of  Vaishakha, 
and  rained  deadly  arrows  upon  Bhima  with  such  incessant  speed 
that  Bhima  was  obscured  in  no  time,  like  thick  fog  suddenly 
darkening  the  Ganga  With  needle-arrows  sticking  all  over  his 
body,  Bhima  fell  from  his  chariot  with  a  thud,  like  a  giant  sal-tree 
toppled  by  a  storm  The  earth  shuddered  Bhima,  son  of  the  wind- 
god  Vayu,  lay  unconscious  Unbeaten  Bhima,  who  even  in  sleep 
never  showed  his  back  to  the  earth,  sprawled  now  on  his  earth- 
bed 

Sparks  of  victory-joy  flashing  from  his  eyes,  Kama  leapt  from 
his  chariot  and  sprinted  towards  the  inert  form  of  Bhima  None 
had  power  to  stop  him 

Quickly  Bhima  recovered  consciousness,  and,  blinking  his 
blood  shot  eyes,  tried  to  rise  Using  his  bow-string  as  a  noose, 
round  Bhima’s  neck,  Kama  jerked  hard,  the  same  Kama  whom  he 
had  in  the  tournament  insulted  as  “Son  of  a  charioteer”  now 
mocked  him,  shouting,  ‘Arre,  you  speaker  of  gibberish’  Shall  I 
flay  your  proud  back  with  my  whip*>  Go’  Run  from  my  sight’  Go  to 
a  kitchen  where  there’s  heaps  of  food,  and  put  your  lapping  tongue 
to  good  use  there’  And  never  again  dare  to  face  Kama’  Go’  Go’  ’ 
Humiliated,  head  bowed,  Bhima  left,  granted  life  by  large- 
hearted  Kama  This  was  the  first  ever  blow  to  Bhima’s  pnde 
It  was  with  great  difficulty  that  the  corpses  of  Duryodhana’s 
brothers,  Durmukha,  Durjaya,  Vikarna,  all  slam  by  Bhima,  were 
removed  by  the  Kauravas  from  the  battlefield  As  he  was  on  the 
point  of  killing  Vikarna,  the  scene  of  Draupadi’s  disrobing  after 
the  gambling  match  swam  before  Bhima  s  eyes  Alighting  from  his 
chariot,  he  removed  his  crown  and  paid  homage  to  Vikarna’s 
lifeless  body  Harassed  by  Kama’s  remarkable  feats,  Yudhishthira 
was  ready  to  start  negotiations  to  end  the  war  The  eleventh  day 
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dawned  with  the  humbling  of  Bhima’s  self-importance.  There  was 
no  sleep  for  Yudhishthira  as  he  lay  in  his  tent  On  the  twelfth  day, 
master-of-strategies  Drona  arranged  his  force  in  the  Conch 
Formation  and,  rallying  his  soldiers,  at  the  very  start  of  battle,  sent 
Chekitana,  Dndhasena,  Punijit,  Yugandhara,  Dhvajaketu, 
Viraketu,  Vnka,  Shankha,  Maniman,  Suchitra,  Anshuman,  and 
the  mighty  Raja  Dmpada  to  the  realm  of  Yama  But  because  he 
loved  Arjuna,  the  guru  battled  only  half-heartedly  with  his  dis¬ 
ciple  His  zeal  was  flagging  When  all’s  said,  love  is  often  a  frail 
feeling 

Arjuna  succeeded  in  unchanoting  Achala,  Ugramanyu, 
Dirghayu,  Vashta,  Saushruti  and  other  famous  chariot-heroes 
Satyaki  pursued  Ashvatthaman,  Duhshasana  and  Shakum  When 
two  massive  boulders  collide,  countless  colonies  of  ants  and  insects 
crawling  on  them  get  crushed,  similarly,  innumerable  soldiers 
from  each  of  the  four-fold  army  divisions  penshed  on  the  field 
Trampled  by  elephants,  horses  and  chariots  in  the  bedlam  of 
battle,  they  died,  so  many,  screaming  in  agony  Chopped  off 
elephants’  trunks,  human  hands,  feet  and  crowned  heads  heaped 
the  field 

Kama  roamed  the  field  like  a  roused,  angry  lion,  looking  for 
Arjuna  among  the  four-fold  divisions  But  1  was  holding  the  reins 
of  Arjuna’s  chanot  Always  keeping  an  eye  on  Kama’s  war-flag 
with  Its  strongly-fettered  pole,  I  cleverly  swerved  Arjuna’s  chanot 
in  the  opposite  direction  Anyone  could  see,  from  the  way  he  had 
spared  Bhima’s  life,  how  lethal  his  war-skill  was  Frustrated 
because  he  could  not  locate  Arjuna,  Kama  let  loose  his  wrafh  on 
Yudhishthira,  Nakula  and  Sahadeva,  repeatedly  unchanoting 
them,  repeatedly  throwing  hts  bow  around  their  necks,  his  eyes 
shooting  fire,  he  asked  them  in  desperation,  “Tell  me,  tell  me, 
where  is  that  blue  skinned  snake  who  stung  my  Sudamana  and 
Shon*^”  The  chanotless  Pandavas,  embarrassed,  swallowing  their 
humiliation,  slunk  away  without  saying  a  word  Bound  by  his  word 
to  the  Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi,  the  son  of  the  Sun-God,  breath¬ 
ing  heavily,  began  persecuting  the  armies  of  Panchala,  Virata, 
Matsya,  Rakshasa  and  others,  mowing  them  down  like  on  a 
reaper’s  sickle  at  harvest-time  Slicing  them  at  will,  he  flashed 
across  the  field  like  a  streak  of  lightning  On  one  occasion  he  made 
Yudhishthira  unconscious  and  hurled  his  chanot  far  across  the 
field  The  soldiers  earned  Yudhishthira  away  and  revived  him 
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Kama  burst  on  all  like  a  cataclysmic  explosion  from  a  sixty-year- 
old  pent-up  volcano  He  was  a  roanng  mass  of  destruction  Noth¬ 
ing  could  withstand  him  And  so  the  twelfth  day  passed  So  choked 
with  corpses  was  the  field  that  a  new  site  of  battle  had  to  be  chosen 
daily 

Seeing  that  no  Pandava  had  perished  yet,  that  night  Duryo- 
dhana  put  aside  all  regard  for  protocol  and  courtesy,  and  berated 
Commander-in-Chief  Drona,  “Twelve  days  have  passed,  and 
twelve  lakhs  of  our  soldiers  have  died,  but  not  a  single  Pandava’ 
Bhima  has  slaughtered  twentyfour  of  my  brothers,  but  not  one 
Pandava  has  perished  Is  this  a  war,  or  a  feast-offenng  before  a 
world-conquenng  army‘s  Gurudeva  Drona,  if  for  any  reason  your 
bow  IS  unable  to  kill  the  Pandavas,  be  so  godd  as  to  transfer  the 
war-flag  to  the  chariot  of  Kama  from  tomorrow  ”  Each  word 


stabbed  Drona’s  heart  Not  a  single  one  of  the  Kauravas  and 
Pandavas  whom  he  had  so  diligently  trained  in  the  use  of  war- 
weapons  was  concerned  with  his  feelings  Pitiless  Kala,  the  World 
Time-Spirit,  had  proved  that  Guru  Drona  had  only  one  true 
disciple — dark-skinned  but  white-souled  Ekalavya  of  the  Nishadha 
mountain  tribe,  dressed  in  tree-bark,  who  had  cut  off  his  thumb 
and  offered  it  to  Drona  Dedication  and  sacrifice  are  always 
superior  to  social  conformism 

Stuffing  everyone’s  love  for  him  m  the  vast  hollow  of  his  quiver, 
Guru  Drona  stood  up,  determined  His  white  beard  shook 

I  make  this  promise  to  Duryodhana  who  has  cast  doubts  on  my 
ability  tomorrow  s  sun  will  not  set  without  witnessing  the  death 
of  one  illustrious  Pandava  or  other  in  the  Chakravyuha  battle- 
formation,”  saying  this  he  stalked  out  of  the  meeting 


3 


Our  spy  reported  to  us  exactly  what  happened  at  that  assembly 
Arjuna  and  the  others  were  deeply  upset  Chakravyuha’  The  most 
intricate  of  all  battle-formalions’  Who  should  be  appointed 
Commander-in-Chief  for  tomorrow*^  Who  was  capable  of  piercing 
the  Chakravyuha*^  Silently  I  listened  for  a  while  to  what  the 
troubled  Pandavas  said  All  were  in  favour  of  giving  the  command 
to  Bhima  Bhima  was  a  brilliant  warrior  but  by  no  means  the  type 
to  slice  through  the  Chakravyuha  I  sent  an  attendant  to  summon 
Abhiman>u  As  soon  as  he  entered,  1  exclaimed,  “Abhi*” 
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Arjuna’s  son  knew  immediately  from  my  affectionately  addressing 
him  as  “Abhi”  and  not  “Abhimanyu”  that  I  had  something  special 
to  tell  him  Below  his  sharp  nose,  through  his  long  lips,  flashed  the 
meteor-hke  smile  of  white  teeth  He  stepped  forward,  offered  me 
the  usual  respect,  and  said  softly,  “Yes,  uncle’’  ’ 

Seeing  his  gentleness  and  his  mature  conduct,  sure  signs  of  the 
blood  of  the  Yadavas  and  the  Pandavas,  indecision  overcame 
me — for  this  was  the  sixteen-year  old  youth,  hardly  one  year 
married,  whom  we  were  going  to  pawn  in  tomorrow  s  battle  I  did 


not  know  what  to  say 

Seeing  all  silent,  he  said,  “Why  are  you  silent’’  So  troubled’’ 
“Guru  Drona  is  ordering  the  impregnable  Chakravyuha  for¬ 
mation  tomorrow  To  pierce  that — ” 

I  was  unable  to  speak  frankly  to  him  I  could  not  put  aside  t  e 
sweet  face  of  his  pregnant  wife  Ultara  which  kept  floating  in  front 
of  my  eyes  . 

“If  that  IS  my  responsibility,  I  shall  consider 
accept  It  gladly,  with  the  blessings  of  all  present  Offering  nis 
respects  to  all,  not  wishing  to  show  discourtesy  to  eld^ers  an 
superiors  by  sitting  m  their  midst,  Subhadra’s  son  ^ 

walked  out  of  the  tent  with  the  stately  gait  of  a  horse  returning 
from  a  bath  in  the  Yamuna’s  waters  'There  was  a  '  , 

one’s  throat  There  was  no  other  warnor  so  young  on  t  ® 
field  The  fourteenth  day  of  the  dark  fortmg  t 
thirteenth  day  of  battle  No  sooner  had  the  sun  osen 
Drona,  emerging  from  his  tent  ordered  his  ‘roops 
Circular  Labynnth  of  the  Chakravyuha  in  the  J  ^ 
positioned  himself  at  the  head— like  a  hon  at  the  e 


Looking  like  a  second  Arjuna,  Abhimanyu 
ssumption  of  leadership  by  blowing  loudly  on  yuvudhana 
rmy  marched,  with  Bhlma,  Nakula,  Sahadeva  and  Yuyudhan 

ssigned  to  protect  Abhimanyu  one 

Slowly,  steadily,  as  if  peeling  a  array 

kbhimanyu’s  ranks  sliced  their  way  into  an  Knpa, 

bounding  Drona,  Shakuni,  Duhshasana,  "  ^gn;.  upon 

kshvatthaman,  Duryodhana  and  others,  e  Kaurava  for- 

ank  of  the  Kaurava  forces  He  s'dhered  inside  the  Kama 
nation  like  a  snake  gliding  inside  a  o  e^^B  ^^himanyu  kept 
behind,  but  the  distance  between  him 
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widening  Nimble-armed,  bnmming-with-zeal,  forgetting-his- 

safety  Abhimanyu  did  not  so  much  as  once  look  back,  his  sole  a 
was  to  shoot  into  the  heart  of  the  Chakravyuha  with  the  swiftness 
of  an  arrow  Killing  thousands  of  chariot-heroes, 
elephant-warriors,  horse-riders  and  others,  he  succeeded  singe¬ 
handed  in  cutting  his  way  through  seven  defence-formations,  an 
found  himself  m  the  centre  of  the  eighth  Surrounding  him,  on  a 
sides,  stood  lakhs  and  lakhs  of  Kaurava  soldiers  Fighting  sing  y, 
undaunted,  he  uncharioted  Shatrunjaya,  Takshaka,  Satyashravas, 
Chandraketu,  Jayatsena,  and  other  cloud-swift  chariot-heroes 
was  getting  to  be  evening,  and  because  Abhimanyu  showed  no 
sign  of  retreating  the  battle  flared  up  fiercely  Such  carnage  was 
never  witnessed  in  the  last  twelve  days  Six  maha-chariot-heroes-— 
Drona,  Kripa,  Kntavarman,  Ashvatthaman,  Bnhadbala  an 
Kama — launched  a  concerted  attack  on  Abhimanyu,  isolated  m 
the  centre  of  the  Chakravyuha  Yes,  Kama  was  among  them  His 
lifelong  resentment  could  take  him  to  any  lengths  But  Abhimanyu 
refused  to  surrender  At  the  end  there  was  a  ternble  mace  duel 


between  Duryodhana’s  son  Lakshmana  and  Abhimanyu,  so  fierce 
that  both  were  knocked  senseless  as  they  hit  each  other  simulta¬ 
neously  Lakshmana  recovered  first,  without  a  second  thought  he 
smashed  his  mace  on  the  head  of  unconscious  Abhimanyu  The 


blood-red,  lotus-hke  face  of  Abhimanyu  became  a  pulpy  mass 
Before  dying,  he  uttered  plaintively,  "Uncle  Bhi-ma’  Uncle  Bhi- 
ma’  ’  Hearing  him,  even  the  hardest-hearted  soldier  melted  Only 
Jayadratha,  however,  haughtily  stepped  forward  and,  to  see  if  the 
inert  Abhimanyu,  who  lay  face  down  on  the  ground,  was  really 
dead,  kicked  at  the  corpse  The  mutilated  face  was  embedded  in 
the  ground  by  the  force  of  Lakshmana’s  blow,  only  the  trunk  of 
the  corpse  turned  over  Abhimanyu,  valiant  son  of  Arjuna,  not 
wanting  any  Kaurava  soldier  to  see  his  radiant  lotus  visage,  hid  his 
face  in  the  supremely  hospitable  earth  His  corpse  sprawled  askew 
in  the  dead  centre  of  the  Chakravyuha 

As  soon  as  Arjuna  heard  of  Jayadratha's  savage  deed,  he  rolle 
his  large  eyes  and,  lifting  his  Gandiva-bow,  vowed,  “Before  sunset 
tomorrow  I  will  despatch  to  the  realm  of  Yama  the  man  who  dared 
to  kick  the  body  of  my  loved  son,  if  I  fail  to  do  this,  I  will  enter  fir® 
and  reach  heaven  where  I  will  offer  my  son  paternal  affection 
The  thirteenth  sunset  arnved  with  Arjuna  weeping  as  he  di 
pradcikshtna  around  the  corpse  of  Abhimanyu  Thirteen  areas  o 
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Kurukshetra  had  become  horrendous  battling  grounds  in  those 
thirteen  days.  The  field  was  a  veritable  charnel-house. 

That  night  I  saw  to  it  that  no  one  entered  my  tent;  instead,  I 
summoned  an  astrologer.  He  wrote  out  figures  on  birch-bark,  and 
started  calculating  on  his  fingers.  It  was  midnight  when  he  raised 
his  head.  Adjusting  his  head-gear,  he  said,  “Tomorrow  is  the  total 
solar  eclipse  of  the  dark  fortnight.  Yes,  Raja  of  the  Yadavas!  In 
the  afternoon.”  I  removed  my  pearl  necklace  and,  throwing  it  to 
him,  asked  him  to  return  to  Hastinapura.  He  vanished  in  the  thick 
darkness  outside. 

The  fourteenth  day  of  the  war  dawned.  Till  the  afternoon  I  kept 
manoeuvring  Arjuna’s  Nandighosha  chariot  amongst  the  Kaurava 
columns,  but  failed  to  find  Jayadratha.  The  Kauravas  had  not  let 
him  even  set  foot  in  Kurukshetra.  Guarded  by  thousands  of  crack 
soldiers,  he  was  hiding,  cooped  up  inside  a  tent.  Unable  to  lay 
hands  on  Jayadratha,  Arjuna  flew  into  a  terrible  rage  and,  toppl¬ 
ing  Niyatayu,  Mitradeva,  Dandadhara  and  others,  wiping  out  one 
contingent  of  soldiers  after  another,  shouting  “Where  is 
Jayadratha?  Where  is  Jayadratha?”  he  shot  across  the  field  like  a 
bolt  of  lightning.  The  battle-engrossed  soldiers  were  so  bewildered 
they  could  not  even  make  out  why  the  sky  had  become  dark  in  the 
afternoon. 

In  no  time  at  all  there  was  total  eclipse  of  the  Sun.  An  all- 
encompassing  darkness.  Screeching  flocks  of  birds  began  speeding 
back  to  their  nests.  Crickets  shrilled  "krr-krr”.  Hundreds  of 
torches  flared  up  in  the  precincts  of  Kurukshetra.  It  seemed  to  all 
that  day  had  ended,  and  the  sun  had  set. 

Arjuna  had  failed  to  keep  his  vow.  A  funeral  pyre  was  readied 
for  him,  in  a  central  elevated  spot,  in  fu!)  view  of  the  Kauravas  and 
Pandavas.  Confused  and  ashamed,  Arjuna  tearfully  paid  his  last 
respects  to  me,  Yudhishihira,  Bhima,  and  his  aged  mother.  And 
feeling  that  along  with  him  the  Gandiva-bow  also  had  been  found 
wanting,  he  ascended  the  grand  eight-cubit  pyre  holding  his  bow 
and  quiver,  his  head  bowed  ignominiously.  Joining  his  palms,  he 
closed  his  eyes;  slowly  chanting  the  Gayalri  mantra,  “Om! 
Bhurbhuvaltl  Svaha\  Tat  Saviiur.,,  Om!"  he  prepared  to  die.  An 
attendant  touched  a  torch  to  the  pyre  with  trembling  hands.  I 
strained  my  eyes  to  spot  Jayadratha.  He  was  hiding  behind  Durs'o- 
dhana.  Nsiih  the  end  of  his  shawl  wrapped  around  his  face  as 
women  do.  He  had  come  to  feast  his  cruel  c)cs  on  the  fire- 
immolation  of  Arjun»i. 
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Then,  suddenly,  the  eclipse  cleared  Rays  flashed  from  the  fiery 
orb,  like  streams  of  water  gushing  from  a  smashed  clay  pot 
Mocking  the  torches,  the  Sun-God  stood  at  his  height  on  the 
western  horizon  Screeching  flocks  of  birds  left  their  nests  The 
shrilling  of  the  crickets  ceased 

“Arjuna,  there,  see,  the  sun — and  there,  see,  Jayadratha*  I 
pointed  first  to  the  sun  and  then  to  Jayadratha,  where  he  had 
concealed  himself  Expert  in  the  art  of  shooting  at  a  person  on  the 
slightest  sound  made  by  him,  Arjuna  in  a  flash  strung  a  snake-shaft 
to  his  Gandiva  Speeding  harmlessly  through  the  others,  it  whizzed 
towards  Jayadratha,  biting  his  neck  What  happened — and  how 
even  Arjuna  was  at  a  loss  to  know 

And  so  the  fourteenth  day  ended,  the  day  of  the  tnck  of  the 
eclipse,  with  Jayadratha  lying  on  the  magnificent  funeral  pyre 
intended  for  Arjuna  There  was  no  knowing  now  what  turn  the 
war  would  take 

Losing  no  time,  infuriated  Duryodhana  summoned  a  meeting  of 
the  four-fold  chiefs  in  his  tent  They  had  all  become  disheartened 
by  the  heart-stirrmg,  dramatic  change  of  events  This  was  the  first 
time  such  depression,  despair  and  delusion  had  struck  the  Kaurava 
camp  So  far  as  the  Pandavas  were  concerned,  everything  was 
happening  exactly  as  I  wanted  it  to  happen 
To  console  Duryodhana,  drowning  in  lamenting  the  killing  by 
Arjuna  of  his  sister’s  husband,  Kama  said,  “The  victory  that 
Kartikeya  obtained  for  Indra,  1  will  obtain  for  you  I’ll  fire  the 
deadly  Vaijayanti-missile  granted  to  me  by  Indra,  and  uproot 
Arjuna  and  the  Pandavas  once  and  for  all  ” 

Acharya  Kripa  thought  this  hope  of  Kama  ridiculous  Instantly 
springing  to  his  feet,  he  declared,  “Charioteer’s  son,  your  entire 
life  has  been  spent  in  making  sky-high  promises  Have  you  fulfilled 
even  one  vow  of  yours*’  You  have  always  fled  from  the  battle¬ 
field — remember  the  skirmish  with  the  Gandharva  Chitrasena,  the 
cattle-lifting  in  the  city  of  Virata,  the  chariot  duel  with  Bhima*’ 
Your  dharma  is  the  art  of  running  away  No  one  has  the  power  to 
vanquish  Arjuna  who  humbled  even  Shiva  dressed  as  a  Kirata 
tribal,  and  who  has  Sri  Knshna  always  at  his  side  ’’ 

Hardly  had  Acharya  Knpa  spoken  than  Kama  unsheathed  his 
SNvord  and  rushed  at  him  “Brahmin  who  hurls  endless  insults  at 
me,  today  I  will  cut  off  your  foul  tongue’’’  He  placed  the  blade  of 
his  sv^ord  on  Kripa’s  neck  Duryodhana  stepped  in  between  and 
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pacified  Karna  But  this  incident  highlighted  one  bitter  truth — 
how  was  it  possible  for  Ashvatthaman  to  tolerate  this  gross  insult 
to  his  maternal  uncle  ^  Acharya  Kripa*?  He  pulled  out  hjs  sword 
against  Karna — against  his  hfe-precious  friend  Karna  “Bragging 
insulter  of  my  uncle,  Kama,  your  throat  should  be  cut  long  before 
Arjuna’s’”  Saying  this,  he  leapt  at  Karna  No  one  in  the  assembly 
could  believe  that  these  two  were  life-precious  friends  who  had 
spent  their  lives  discussing  the  virtues  of  mind  and  heart  and  soul 
It  could  not  be  true  No  wonder  truth  is  sometimes  more  in¬ 
credible  than  imagination  But  Duryodhana  skilfully  pacified 
Ashvatthaman  However,  a  gentle  person,  once  roused,  is  beyond 
control — his  wrath  goes  haywire 
"1  vow  I  will  never  again  set  eyes  on  this  son  of  a  charioteer*” 
Declaring  this  in  a  determined  voice.  Guru  Drona’s  son  Ashvat¬ 
thaman  stalked  out  of  the  tent  A  veritable  temple  tottered  and 
collapsed  The  fact  that  Ashvatthaman.  who  loved  him  more  than 
life  Itself,  had  addressed  him,  even  unknowingly,  as  “Son  of  a 
charioteer”  made  Kama  lower  his  neck  in  unbearable  pain 
Drona,  Kripa,  Karna  and  Ashvatthaman  were  infuriated  by 
Jayadratha’s  death  An  unprecedented  mght-battle  commenced 
Guided  by  the  lights  of  hundreds  of  flaming  torches,  Guru  Drona 
launched  an  offensive  against  Raja  Shibi  Somadatta  pounced  on 
Satyaki  A  gory  clash  ensued  Like  bamboo  clumps  exploding  m  a 
forest  fire  at  night  on  a  hill  slope,  the  dm  of  clashing  weapons 
created  a  terrifying  cacophony  near  the  waters  of  the  Dnshadvati 
Wiping  out  Shibi  and  Bahlika,  Guru  Drona  concentrated  his 
energies  on  decimating  the  other  Pandava  ranks  Surrounded  by 
all  the  five  Pandavas,  Kama  was  able  nonetheless  to  becloud  them 
with  showers  of  arrows  He  routed  Yudhishthira,  Yudhishlhira. 
harassed,  retreated  to  face  Drona  Nakula  faced  Shakuni  This  led 
to  the  first  ever  clash  between  Kama  and  Arjuna  But  Karna, 
experienced  in  nocturnal  combat,  excelled  Arjuna  again  and 
again  Kama  sliced  through  the  ranks  of  Pandava  soldiers  at  v,t\\, 
like  a  river  of  red-hot  molten  steel  There  Nvas  no  emotional  tic 
holding  him  back  now  He  wrought  ha\oc  among  the  Kcka>as, 
Panchaias  and  other  maha-chanol-hcrocs  With  hts  steed  Va\ujii, 
the  Wind-Swift  One.  living  up  to  his  name  and  freely  roaming  over 
the  battlefield,  like  an  incensed  lion  ravaging  herds  of  deer 
incredibly  powerful  Kama  pursued  hordes  of  Pandava  warriors 
fleeing  in  fear  Like  a  fierce  storm  ruinously  churninc  the  ocean 
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waves,  he  whirled  through  the  enemy  ranks  He  knew  his  father 
the  Sun  was  no  more  visible  in  the  sky,  but  the  task  of  scorching 
the  field  of  Kurukshetra  was  now  the  responsibility  of  the  son  Not 

one _ Satyaki,  Dhnshtadyumna,  Yuyudhana,  Bhima,  Yudhish- 

thira,  Nakula,  Sahadeva,  Arjuna— could  withstand  the  tremen- 
dous'onslaught  of  this  mightily  rolling  river  in  spate  Yudhishthira, 
terrified,  stopped  every  valiant  soldier,  asking.  “Will  Radha’s  son 
leave  some  soldiers  alive,  or  will  he  turn  them  all  into  a  single 
silent  flow  of  blood  like  the  Drishadvati  nver'^"  If  Kama  was  not 
checked,  tomorrow  would  never  dawn  for  the  Pandava  army  The 
situation  was  critical  Something  had  to  be  done  It  was  a  question 
of  life  or  death  for  the  Pandavas 

Only  one  warrior  was  capable  of  saving  them  The  wonder- 
weaving  war-magician  Ghatotkacha’  The  son  of  Bhima  and 
Hidimba*  I  summoned  him  through  Bhima  Ghatotkacha  had  no 
occasion  so  far  to  show  his  mettle  With  the  blessings  of  all  the 
Pandavas,  the  huge-bodied  son  of  Bhima,  whistling  shrilly,  tore 
down  on  the  Kaurava  ranks  like  a  wild  forest  wind  with  his  host  of 
Rakshasa  warriors  Screaming,  he  hurled  massive  boulders,  huge 
tree  trunks,  wheels,  and  spear-hke  weapons  on  the  Kuhndas, 
Saindhavas,  Gandharas,  Madras,  Avantis  and  other  Kaurava 
ranks  He  engaged  in  a  savage,  demonic,  hour-long  duel  with 
Alayudha,  the  brother  of  Bakasura  In  the  process,  time  and  again 
he  inadvertently  slaughtered  many  of  his  own  soldiers  Finally,  at 
midnight  Ghatotkacha  butchered  Alayudha  in  a  mmd-shattering, 
bloody  fashion  Terror-stricken,  the  Kaurava  forces  scattered 
helter-skelter,  screaming,  “Kama,  help’  Help,  Kama’”  With  the 
intention  of  blocking  Ghatotkacha,  Kama  manoeuvred  himself  in 
front  They  dashed  against  each  other  like  two  oceans  at  high  tide 
Forgetting  their  individual  duels,  all  the  soldiers  on  the  field  stood 
gaping  spectators  of  the  dealh-shaUenng  collision  between  the  son 
of  the  Sun-God  and  the  son  of  Bhima  One  moment  in  the  sky,  the 
next  moment  on  earth — deceiving  Kama  with  his  wonder-weaving 
war-maya,  Ghatotkacha  for  over  two  hours  roared  like  a  storm- 
cloud  and  rained  massive  chariot-wheels,  corpses  of  elephants, 
huge  boulders  and  heavy  maces  on  his  enemy  But,  like  a  steep- 
sloping  golden  mountain  down  which  mineral  streams  flow.  Kama 
stood  firm  in  spite  of  the  wounds  all  over  his  body,  smilingly 
enduring  the  hail  of  missiles,  straight  as  a  palasha-trcc,  not  betray¬ 
ing  the  least  sign  of  unease,  and  counter-attacked  with  a  swarm  of 
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divine  weapons  Chanting  verses  continually  in  praise  of  the  Sun- 
God,  he  circled  the  field  and  showered  a  ventable  cataract  of 
arrows  on  Ghatotkacha  Thousands  of  Kaurava  warriors  fell 
screaming  victims  to  the  stupor-creating  magic  war-skills  of 
Ghatotkacha  Furious  Kama  felled  Ghatotkacha’s  charioteer 
Virupaksha  with  a  single  marrow-piercing  shaft  Worned  Duryo- 
dhana  approached  Kama’s  chariot  and,  raising  his  han  s,  sai  , 
“Kama,  shoot  the  Indra-gifted  Vaijayanti-missile  at  the  rakshasa 
Ghatotkacha  If  you  don’t,  none  of  the  Kaurava  soldiers  will 
survive  to  see  tomorrow  Raja  of  Anga,  fire  the  Vaijayanti 
“No,  Duryodhana,  the  Vaijayanti  is  reserved  for  Arjuna  u  is 
the  only  weapon  left  to  redeem  the  shame  I  h^e  f 

life  ’’  Kama  shouted  his  refusal  so  loud  that  Duryodhana 

drums  seemed  to  burst  , 

Hounded  by  Ghatotkacha,  hundreds  of  thousands  o  emf  od 

K“ert« 

“X-mr^Two  words  thatha^^^^^^^^^^ 

rd:^t his 

then,  selecting  the  Indra-gifted  Vaijayan  i  his 

he  fitted  It  to  his  bow  and  shot  it  straight  at  Ghatotkacna 

life  had  become  literally  an  empty  quiver  ,  fj.]]  tjie 

Wonder-weaving  ‘ghatotkacha  smaOT^^^^^ 
ground  as  he  screamed  his  ‘*®‘“h-y  .  ashoka-xree 

firmament  had  collapsed  on  the  chpd  under  it,  so  his  huge 

topples,  countless  insects  and  ants  are 
thudding  body  pulped  many  Kaurava  so 

The  nocturnal  battle  was  over  intended  to  make 

Over  also  Ghalotkacha’s  life,  w  i  rooster  cro\\ed  the 

Kama  helpless  Somewhere  far  away,  come  The 

birth  of  dawn  The  fifteenth  extraord  na^ 
memorable  first  day  of  the  bright  o  g 


Adopiing  the  Lotus-Formation.  Gum^Drona  siaim^ned^ 

1  Ihc  head  Dcspile  the  continuous  posmoned 

□lal  lack  of  resl,  Ihc  weary  warriors 
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themselves  face  to  face  Here  and  there  were  mgudi  stone-lamps 
with  depleted  oil,  spluttering  out  thin  wisps  of  smoke  The 
Pandavas  led  by  Arjuna  clashed  with  the  Kauravas  As  the  armies 
on  Kurukshetra  dwindled,  the  waters  of  the  Sarasvati  and  Dnshad- 
vati  swelled  with  the  inflow  of  blood  A  huge  coagulated  mass  of 
blood,  flesh  and  mud  slid  slowly  every  day  along  the  sloping  south 
of  the  field  The  reflections  of  funeral  pyres  flickering  in  the 
Dnshadvati’s  blood-filled  waters  were  gruesome  omens  Neither 
the  Pandavas  nor  the  Kauravas  had  any  control  on  the  battlefield 
Horrible,  merciless  Death  was  its  uncrowned  monarch,  choosing 
whoever  he  wished  to  embrace  as  he  whipped  the  horse  of  his 
world-conquering  chariot  over  the  field 

Guru  Drona  fought  with  full  strength  till  mid-day  Then,  sudden¬ 
ly,  someone  shouted,  “Ashvatthaman  is  slam'  Ashvatthaman  is 
slam'"  What  happened  was  that  an  elephant  called  Ashvatthaman 
of  Raja  Indravarman  of  the  Malavas  had  been  killed 
To  find  out  the  truth,  Drona  sped  his  chariot  across  the  field 
until  he  came  near  the  chariot  of  truth-loving  Yudhishthira 
“Prince  Yudhishthira,  everyone  is  shouting,  ‘Ashvatthaman  is 
slam'’  Is  It  true  my  beloved  Ashu  is  dead’’  Tell  me,  is  it  true’’  Let 
your  word  be  your  guru-dakshina  I  have  full  faith  in  your  word  ’’ 
“Guru  deva,  it  is  true  Ashvatthaman  is  dead  But  I  do  not  know 
if  It  is  Ashvatthaman  the  elephant  or  Ashvatthaman  the  hero  " 
Yudhishthira  spoke  an  untruth  for  the  first  time  m  his  life  The 
second  sentence  was  spoken  indistinctly,  mumbling  to  himself 
Throwing  away  his  bow,  Drona  grieving  the  loss  of  his  son, 
adopted,  in  the  chariot  itself,  the  lotus-posture  and  plunged  into 
deep  meditation  Faith  faded  the  firm  mind  of  the  ninety-year  old 
patriarch  Closing  his  eyes  and  entering  the  dark  cave  of  his  body, 
he  opened  his  mind’s  eye  to  search  for  soul’s  light  that  radiates 
within  In  the  meantime,  bloodshot-eyed  Dhrishtadyumna  leapt 
from  his  chariot  like  a  bolt  of  lightning  on  a  tree,  and  spnnted 
towards  Drona  with  drawn  sword  Behind  him  were  the  Pandavas, 
running,  shouting  "Stop'  Stop'"  In  one  bound  he  jumped  inside 
Drona’s  chariot  and,  before  anyone  could  guess  what  was  happen¬ 
ing,  he  had  clutched  Drona’s  while  horsc-tail-thick  shining  head  of 
hair  and.  with  one  swift  stroke,  decapitated  him  He  flung  the 
head  on  the  ground  between  the  two  opposing  armies  All  present 
closed  their  eyes  on  the  gnsly  scene.  The  white-haired,  lotus-faced 
radiant  head  that  for  sixty  years  had  expounded  the  divine 
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message  of  the  Isha  Upanishad  to  hundreds  of  students — “The 
world  IS  swaddled  with  the  glory  of  God” — now  lay  clumsily  on  the 
ground,  besmeared  with  mud  The  greatest  of  gurus,  who  had 
ruled  the  minds  of  all  with  love,  rolled  in  the  dust  The  day  had 
come  for  Drona,  who  at  every  step  mocked  Kama,  to  be  mocked 
now  by  pitiless  Death 

Shouts  of  “Drona  is  dead*”  reverberated  through  the  distant 
ranks,  and  the  fighting  stopped  spontaneously  Warriors  from 
both  camps  gathered  round  the  chariot  to  mourn  Drona  Weeping 
copiously,  Ashvatthaman  joined  the  severed  head  to  his  father  s 
trunk  The  personification  of  the  art  and  science  of  archery  had 
found  his  final  peace 

Even  Kama,  humiliated  all  his  life  by  Drona,  wept  As  he  bent 
to  touch  the  lifeless  feet  in  a  last  farewell,  his  streaming  tears 
seemed  to  be  saying  to  the  departed  soul,  “Guru-deva,  all  my  life 
you  never  really  understood  me  ” 

Without  saying  anything,  he  placed  his  hand  with  deep  affection 
on  Ashvatthaman’s  shoulder  Forgetting  everything  From  e 


depth  of  the  love  in  his  heart  t  a  ,i,„ 

Maddened  by  the  gory  end  of  his  father,  . 

Narayana-mtssile,  which  massacred  thousands  o 
soldiers  Eventually  1  had  to  step  in  to  neutralise  it 
The  dark  shades  of  evening  were  beginning  to  s  rou  j. 

on  Kurukshetra  Seeing  the  flaming  pyre  of  Guru 
Duryodhana  burn  with  anger,  so  much  so  that  he  ev  g 
assess  how  profound  must  Ashvatthaman  s  anguis  „ 

necessary  it  was  to  restrain  Guru  Drona’s  son  at  t  is  J 
strode  forward  and,  tugging  frequently  at  his  s  ipp  ^ 

kicked  open  the  netted  screen  of  his 
wounded  elephant  sliding  inside  a  river,  he  shppe 
thaman’s  tent  He  had  no  idea  what  he  ^ould  say  anOow 
should  say  it  He  was  like  a  man  who  lig  whose 

himself  consumed  m  it  Seeing  him  s'len^l-  ®  .  g^^ijedly, 

face  was  covered  m  the  while  shawl  of  is  ^  for  the 

without  lifting  his  head,  “Raja  I  will  “’ke 

savage  murder  of  my  father  oring.sun  worshipp- 

row’s  battle  install  fierce,  heroic,  world  q 

>ng  Kama  as  Commander-in-Chief  fnend  ever  dry 

How  could  the  fountain  of  his  love  as  Kama  s  tnenu 
up‘> 
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Duryodhana  emerged  from  his  tent  and  marched  straight  to 
Kama’s  He  stayed  there  tdl  midnight  Striding  up  and  down  like  a 
dawless  hon,  he  kept  repeating,  “Raja  of  Anga,  it  was  truly  never 
my  desire  to  have  Grandsire  Bhishma  and  Gum  Drona  installed  as 
Commanders-in-Chief  of  our  limitless  army  I  am  convinced  that 
the  Kaurava  army  which  once,  under  your  leadership,  succeeded 
on  a  world-conquering  mission  will  tomorrow  also  succeed  in 
winning  the  battle  of  Kurukshetra  Kama,  hundreds  of  thousands 
of  drops  of  holy  water  from  the  Ganga  which  you  have  offered 
with  such  dedication  to  the  Sun-God  as  arghyo  must  be  gleaming 
m  the  rays  of  the  Sun,  tomorrow  hundreds  of  thousands  of 
Pandava  soldiers  will  find  heaven  by  dropping  dead  at  your  feet 
Arjuna’s  blue  skin  will  turn  black  when  he  faces  your  Jaitra 
chariot  And  Bhima — mention  of  whose  name  curdles  my  blood, 
who  mercilessly  murdered  my  brothers — the  body  of  that  cruel 
Bhima,  pierced  by  your  deadly  arrows,  will  become  as  blood-red 
as  his  blood-red  eyes  As  for  Yudhishthira,  who  is  constantly 
stooping  to  look  at  your  narrow  feet — well,  when  he  sees  your 
teats  as  Commander-in  Chief  tomorrow,  he  will  stoop  before  you 
for  ever  And  when  the  twins  Nakula  and  Sahadeva  see  the  cocked 
ears  of  your  steed  Vayujit,  they  will  realise  they  are  facing  their 
final  doom  and  that  tnckster  from  Mathura  who  stands  in  a 
corner  and  solves  others’  quarrels,  that  black  milkman  will  forsake 
Arjuna’s  chanot  and  run  to  you,  begging  you  to  spare  his  life,  like 
a  mean,  supplicating  mendicant'  Kama,  you  will  lead  our  army 
tomorrow  You  will,  my  friend  ’*  He  kept  repeating  this,  like  a 
chanot  wheel  slipped  from  its  axle  wobbling  along  m  circles 
But  Kama  kept  silent,  stanng  out  of  the  window  of  his  tent, 
from  where  he  could  see  the  flames  of  Guru  Drona’s  pyre  leaping 
up  on  the  bank  of  the  Dnshadvati  Not  a  single  word  of  Duryo¬ 
dhana  penetrated  his  ear  Or  if  it  penetrated,  it  lingered  there,  no 
more  than  for  a  second  Finally  he  said  this  much  “Raja,  I  will  lay 
down  my  life  to  secure  victory  for  you  Friend  who  elevated  me 
from  charioteer  to  king'  This  body  of  mine  which  has  received  so 
much  affection  from  you  will  continue  to  be  of  total  service  to  you 
on  the  battlefield  Go,  sleep  Neither  one’s  sleep  nor  one’s  word 
should  ever  be  left  incomplete  ’’  Wrapped  in  the  cloak  of  sleep, 
night  slipped  away  The  torches  seemed  to  flame  bright  with 
bitterness 
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The  sixteenth  dawn  arrived,  sprinkling  Kurukshetra  with  the 
fragrance  of  parijala-flovien  as  golden  as  the  rays  of  the  sun.  The 
second  day  of  the  bright  fortnight. 

Just  as  the  gallery  of  gods  had  installed  Skanda  their  leader  in 
their  war  againsf  the  anti-gods,  Duryodhana  installed  Kama 
Commander-in-Chief  in  front  of  the  entire  army  of  the  Kauravas. 
The  site  of  the  original  first-day  battle  lay  six  miles  to  the  north. 
The  battle  locations  changed  daily,  shifting  further  and  further 


south. 

Kama  sat  on  an  audumbara-wood  seat  covered^  with  men, 
Duryodhana  had  tied  tightly  a  bracelet  of  white  odoriferous  tu  e 
roses  on  Kama’s  right  wrist;  drawing  his  sharp  sword  and  waving  i 
skyward  he  announced,  “The  Commander-in-Chie  o  e 

Kauravas — ^World-Conquering  Raja  of  Anga,  Karna. 

“Victory!  Victory!  Victory!"  Raining  " 

flowers  on  their  new  Commander-in-Chief,  tte 
pletely  forgot  for  the  moment  Bhishma  and  ..  . 

Kshatriyas,  Vaishyas  and  Shudras  thronged  to  ca  c  S 
the  glowing  face  of  their  leader. 
poured  scented  oil  on  his  golden  curly  hair,  e  i 
forated  pot  meant  to  announce  the  auspicious  o  crown 

gurgling  into  the  bowl  of  water, 

Kama,  lifted  from  the  golden  plate  the  splen  i  refusal, 

for  the  Commander-in-Chief.  Gesturing  wjth  his  reto^^^^ 

the  maha-chariot-hero  Kama,  bora  son  of  glanced 

Radha,  was  nonetheless  pleased  '*«*  <  ®  beside  him. 

affectionately  at  his  son  Vrishasena  who 

Immediately,  Vrishasena  placed  a  go  e  P  j  ,  god 

father,  KarL  removed  the  silk  c'o!h  7-""f,;;“diadem  lying 
before  Duryodhana  could  stop  him,  hft  S 
on  the  plate  and  placed  it  on  his  own  hea  . 

That  diadem  was  an  exact  duplicate  o  nu  *  ^  ^  driving  his 

The  Emperor  of  the  f,rhfr^on  paused  moment- 

thousand-rayed  chariot  on  the  easle  panels,  red-legged 

arily.  Partridges,  chakravakas,  cranes,  e  welcome. 

chakoras  rose  from  their  nests  an  circ  l,reeze  made  the 

Pearly  dewdrops  gleamed  on  grassb  a  e  ip  .  „^robbmg  heart  of 
dewdrops  trickle  and  merge  with  the  vast 
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Kunikshetra  The  universe  of  moving  and  unmoving  life  seemed 
to  dance  in  a  joyous  new  consciousness 

Commander-in-Chief  Kama  climbed  a  high  mound  to  select  a 
favourable  spot  for  his  army-formation  The  Kaurava  forces 
deployed  themselves  in  the  formidable  Crocodile  Array 
The  eyes  of  the  Crocodile  were  Shakuni  and  Uluka  The  head 
was  furious  Ashvatthaman  The  front  left  foot  was  Kntavarman, 
the  front  nght  Gautama  The  hind  feet  were  protected  by  Raja 
Shalya  of  Madra,  and  the  stomach  of  the  Crocodile  was  Duryo- 
dhana  surrounded  by  hundreds  of  thousands  of  Kaurava  soldiers, 
with  Kama  as  the  mouth  protecting  him  Kama's  golden  Vijaya- 
bow,  dazzling  m  the  sunlight,  seemed  to  be  saying  to  the  Pandava 
hosts  “I  will  not  shoot  only  arrows  today — I  will  shoot  fiery  bolts 
of  sunlight  ”  The  white  horses  yoked  to  his  chanot  stood  still,  ears 
cocked,  jaws  taut,  waiting  for  the  reins  to  be  flicked,  and  scratch¬ 
ing  impatiently  at  the  Kurukshetra  turf  The  white  pennants, 
blazing  like  comets,  on  his  Jaitra  chanot,  which  towered  above  all, 
fluttered  with  the  wind,  all  around  his  majestic  sceptre-symbolled 
ochre  war-flag  Tiny  golden  bells  on  the  flag-pole  tinkled  sweetly 
The  rear  of  the  chariot  was  loaded  with  rods,  spears,  javelins, 
discuses,  varuthas,  maces,  pipe-guns,  swords,  tridents,  and  axes 
So  vast  was  the  number  of  arrows  of  all  kinds  that  even  a  hundred 
quivers  were  insufficient  to  contain  them  The  entire  chanot  was 
covered  with  tiger-skin 

Kama  lifted  and  waved  his  gloriously-garlanded  Vijaya-bow 
when  Duryodhana,  from  the  centre  of  the  Crocodile  Formation, 
blew  on  a  special  conch  to  signal  the  commencement  of  the  offen¬ 
sive  His  red  veins  swelling  as  thick  as  horses’  reins,  Kama  blew 
into  his  Hiranyagarbha  conch  with  such  force  that  all  the  ravenous 
hawks  and  vultures  that  had  congregated  in  and  around  the  battle- 

fnght  That  noise  was  no 
conchshell  peal  it  seemed  as  if  the  first-born  son  of  Kunti  was 
hurling  the  snake-wrath  of  a  wounded  pnde  that  had  accumulated 
over  a  succession  of  yugas 

“Ad-vance'"  He  lifted  high  his  powerful  mailed  arm,  and 
shouted  his  sky-piercmg  command  The  Crocodile  Formation  of 
the  Kauravas  opened  wide  its  Karna-jaws  and  marched  in¬ 
exorably,  eager  to  swallow  the  Pandavas  m  its  path  A  growling, 
voracious,  incensed  reptile 

The  Pandava  army  marched  under  Arjuna’s  Command  in  the 
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Half-Moon  Formation  I  held  the  reins  of  Arjuna’s  Nandighosha 
chariot;  guarding  his  nght  flank  was  Dhnshtadyumna,  on  his  left, 
mounted  on  an  elephant,  marched  red-eyed  Bhima  leading  the 
elephant  column,  at  the  back  was  Yudhishthira  Seeing  Kama 
facing  him,  Yudhishthira  trembled  in  fear  Raising  his  hand, 
Arjuna  ordered  the  horn-tips  of  the  moon  to  push  back  a  little, 
immediately,  blowing  on  his  Devadatta  conch,  he  advanced 
swiftly  As  I  whipped  the  horses  ahead,  it  occurred  to  me  that 
Arjuna  had  no  idea  of  his  relationship  with  the  person  he  was 
fighting  against,  while  Kama  did  That  was  why  the  battle  had 


become  such  a  weird  travesty 

Seeing  the  white-horsed,  lion-roaring  Kama  charging  upon 
them  m  his  chanot,  the  Pandava  warriors  were  dumbfounded 
was  It  the  scorching  sun  radiating  from  a  mountain  peak,  or  was  it 
the  sun  flashing  its  rays  from  a  dazzling,  gold  plated  ehanot 
Kama’s  face  glowed  like  a  golden  jar  bathed  in  light  Never  e  ore 
had  It  shone  so  brilliantly  A  jolt  of  the  chanot  made  his  c  wly 

hair  hanging  down  on  his  broad  shoulders  flick  , 

moved  back  to  normal  He  had  the  shoulders  of  a  bul ,  he 
with  the  energy  of  a  forest  storm  He  was  an  eg‘<a  j 

spilling  over  at  high  tide  He  was  an  erupting  vo  cano, 
to  ashes  in  its  path  His  blue  eyes  scoured  the  field  ‘he  ape 

banner  But  I  Ld  been  very  clever  today  I  had  » 
ape-banner  on  the  pole  that  the  ape  symbol  appe  ^  1 1^ 

side-the  side  facing  the  Pandavas  The  two  armies  collided 


'“unallftTspot  the  ape-banner,  bewildered  Kmna^swun^g^his 
chariot  to  face  our  elephant  ranks  Shooting  en  gj^endancy 
poisoned  arrows  like  torrential  rains  at  the  time  o  of  our 

of  the  Mnga  constellation,  he  succeeded J"®™  ®  jon  circulat- 
elephants  m  his  very  first  assault  Maddened  y  P  j,ejter- 

mg  m  their  blood^  the  elephants  broke  The 

skelter,  trampling  thousands  of  Pandava  ^  as  they  fell 

desperately  surviving  warnors,  thrashing  m  agony  as  y 
down  wounded,  were  reduced  to  bleeding  pu  P  gj^pfianls  by 
Incensed  Bhima  ran  to  stop  the  carnage  fought  like  two 
Kama,  he  was  obstmcted  by  Ashvatthaman  Anuvinda 

fierce  clawing  tigers  Satyaki  clashed  wi  umcer  movement 
Dhnshtadyumna  trapped  Acharya  *  ,  Sahadeva  and 

Shrutikirti  attacked  Shalya,  Raja  o 
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Duhshasana  showered  arrows  at  each  other  Duryodhana  aban¬ 
doned  his  position  in  the  centre  of  the  formation  and  manoeuvred 
his  chariot  to  confront  Yudhishthira,  immediately  I  blocked  his 
path,  with  Arjuna  ready  to  protect  Yudhishthira  As  the  sun  rose 
high,  so  did  the  clouds  of  dust,  obscuring  the  sky  The  trumpeting 
of  elephants  drowned  the  dm  of  weapon  clashing  against  weapon 
Unable  to  spot  Arjuna  anywhere,  Kama  angrily  decimated  the 
ranks  of  Panchala  and  Matsya  under  his  chariot  The  higher  the 
sun  rose,  the  greater  became  his  chariot’s  velocity  Sometimes 
spear,  sometimes  lance,  sometimes  mace — he  hurled  one  weapon 
after  another,  pausing  only  to  wipe  the  drops  of  perspiration  under 
his  ears 

High  noon  Bhima  toppled  the  skilled  warrior  Kshemadhurti  off 
his  chariot  Though  pursued  by  crack  Samshaptaka  troops,  Arjuna 
slew  Raja  Danda  and  Dandadhara,  which  so  infuriated  Ashvat- 
thaman  that  he  charged  blindly  at  Arjuna  A  confused  clash 
occurred  where  Kama  had  penetrated  the  Panchala  ranks  So 
much  so  that  each  warnor  first  asked  which  camp  his  adversary 
belonged  to,  they  fought  bewildered,  like  drunks 
I  saw  the  Panchalas  and  Matsyas  systematically  being  annihilated 
by  heroic  Kama,  and  to  stop  the  massacre  I  repeatedly  warned 
Nakula  by  blowing  deep  into  my  Panchajanya  conch  “Nakula' 
Nakula'  Turn  your  chanot  towards  Kama*”  In  the  clamour  of 
battle  It  took  more  than  half  an  hour  for  my  message  to  reach 
Nakula  It  was  six  hours  later  that  he  arrived  with  his  army  to 
reinforce  the  Matsyas,  without  any  further  delay  he  charged  at 
Kama 

But  the  army  leader  he  chose  to  attack  was  no  gentle  waterfall, 
he  was  a  resistless  bolt  of  lightning  He  repulsed  all  Nakula’s 
arrows,  he  repeatedly  unchanoted  Nakula,  he  laughed  at  Nakula’s 
ineptitude  In  the  end,  he  locked  his  towenng  chanot  with  defence¬ 
less  Nakula’s  and  said,  “Go,  send  your  elder  brother  Arjuna  to 
fight  me  I  m  letting  you  off,  be  my  messenger  ” 

Nakula  went  back  humthated,  his  head  hanging  down  But  he 
was  unaware  of  the  fact  that  Kama,  the  first-born  son  of  Kunti,  the 
eldest  of  the  Pandavas,  was  doing  what  he  did  because  Nakula’s 
mother  Madri,  at  the  time  of  her  sati,  had  placed  Nakula’s  welfare 
in  Kunti  Devi’s  hands,  and  Kama  was  seeing  to  it  that  the  promise 
given  by  his  mother  to  Madn  was  honoured  Though  the  time  had 
come  for  the  cosmic  fire  to  engulf  and  consume  all,  Kama  would 
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act  so  that  the  promise  to  the  Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi  was 
scrupulously  kept  That  evening  Yudhishthira’s  son  Prativindhya 
cut  off  Chitraraja’s  head 

The  sunrays  of  evening  were  casting  long  tree  shadows  on 
Kurukshetra  when  I  drove  Arjuna’s  Nandighosha  chariot  for  the 
first  time  to  face  Kama’s  Jaitra  chariot  They  flared  up,  and  their 
faces  glowed  like  fires  fanned  by  the  wind  They  screamed  at  each 
other  so  shrilly  that  even  the  nearby  elephants  took  fright  and  fled 
Aiming  at  each  other,  they  fired  an  endless  stream  of  heavy  arrows 
that  shrouded  the  sky  in  an  instant,  like  clouds  overcasting  the  sky 
at  the  ascendancy  of  the  Mriga  constellation  For  an  ^ 
rained  lethal,  swift,  noisy  arrows  on  each  other  Sparks  flashed 
from  their  coats  of  mail  Even  before  night  fell,  those  sparks  lit  up 
the  sky  like  so  many  stars  Scorched  by  those  sparks,  Karnas 
charioteer  Satyasena  fell  down  dead,  pierced  by  Arjuna  s  arrows 
The  sky  which  that  day  was  blanketed  by  Arjuna’s  and  Karna  s 
arrow-swarms,  the  sky  that  canopied  Kurukshetra  like  a  gig 
umbrella  of  wild  goat’s  hair,  never  became  clou  ess 
encounter,  because  the  night-resembling  magic-crea 
Mayavi,  son  of  Maya,  shot  rays  of  pitch  nocturnal  bl^^ne  s  to 
darkened  even  the  arrows  of  the  two  adversaries 
Sixteenth  day  of  the  bnght  fortnight  passed  in  t  is  m 


Night  wrapped  Kurukshetra  in  dense  ^g"flfckering 

ness  shrouded  the  horizon  With  one  “  ^  jy^ti  relieved 

flames  of  Satyasena’s  pyre  on  the  bank  of  th 
a  little  the  ubiquitous  gloom  of  Kama’s 

Satyasena  was  not  only  the  man  a  man 

chariot,  he  was  not  only  his  wifes  ro  ^  j  sounded 

dedicated  totally  to  Kaurava  welfare,  he  was  circum- 

warning  when  confusing  conflicts  inevita  y  r  ^  genuine 

stances  connected  with  Kama’s  life  as  a  .  fjj^eDnshad 

wen  wisher  So  Kama  sat  and  brooded  on  the  bank  ot 
vati,  staring  fixedly  at  Satyasena’s  pyre  ,  „  ^  jjjat  leapt  from 

He  saw  Satyasena  in  each  yellow  tongue  gign^ant,  the  same 
the  pyre  to  lick  the  pitch  black  "of night,  ^^rying 

Satyasena  who  used  to  meet  him  at  an  odd  hour  ot  g 
^  pot  on  his  shoulder,  on  the  bank  o  t  e 
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He  had  gifted  away  his  flesh-ear-rings  and  skin-armour,  he  was 
loaded  with  death-hke  curses  on  his  head,  he  was  a  treasure-house 
of  refulgence  but,  living  a  life  of  the  utmost  simplicity,  he  had 
arnved  at  last  at  this  spot  He  had  let  loose  Vaijayanti,  the  last 
miracle-missile  he  had,  on  Ghatotkacha,  and  he  was  now  reduced 
to  nothing  He  was  alone,  absolutely  so 
But  even  in  this  utter  aloneness,  there  was  in  him  an  invincible 
soul-radiance  born  of  the  fervour  of  his  noble  blood,  his  totality  of 
dedication,  and  his  worship  of  the  Sun-God — and  this  is  what 
sustained  him  through  crises  That  soul-radiance  determined  his 
real  life  That  soul-radiance  made  him  slice  forward  through  life 
like  an  arrow  shot  from  a  bow  1  am  part  of  a  larger  radiance,  I  am 
inspired  secretly  by  something  divine  in  me — this  was  the  one 
throbbing  refrain  of  his  life’s  song  This  confidence  was  not  given 
to  anyone  else  It  was  very  difficult  to  understand  the  nature  of  this 
radiance  His  life  had  two  clear  aspects  His  noble  soul  deriving 
strength  from  his  subtle,  inexplicable  faith  in  the  Sun-God 
connection,  and  his  mind  and  body  tied  to  the  daily  domestic 
duties  of  social  life  Sometimes  the  two  merged  in  an  undeniable 
and  unimaginable  union — and  that  paradox  made  his  life  so  full  of 
confusion  and  conflict,  so  puzzling  and  mysterious 
And  now  his  charioteer  Satyasena  had  left  him  and  gone  on  a 
never-ending  journey  He  knew  all  too  well  that  more  than  half  of 
a  maha  chariot-hero’s  excellence  depended  on  the  skill  of  his 
charioteer  His  direction,  his  speed  was  where  his  chanoteer  drove 
him  With  Satyasena  gone  for  ever,  it  was  now  perfectly  possible 
for  the  once  freely-roaming  tiger-skin-covered  Jaitra  chariot, 
careening  through  the  four-fold  ranks  of  the  Pandava  army,  to  get 
bogged  down  in  the  blood-and-slime  swamp  of  Kurukshetra 

His  mind  a  void,  his  eyes  unblinking,  fixedly  staring  at  Satya¬ 
sena  s  pyre,  he  stood  all  alone  on  the  bank  of  the  Dnshadvati  Had 
despair  overpowered  him'>  Numbness'>  Absentmindedness*^  Or 
had  he  transcended  his  senses,  gone  beyond  all  the  dusty  limita¬ 
tions  of  the  world’s  honzon’^ 

I  was  sure,  completely  sure  that  his  heroism  was  great,  as  was  h.s 
spint  of  renunciation,  his  love  for  his  subjects  was  extraordinary, 
but  the  most  extraordinary  quality  in  him  was  his  devotion  to  the 
Sun-God,  and  truly  extraordinary  was  the  punty  he  had  gamed  by 
the  strength  of  his  lapasya  But  but  the  way  he  had  slandered 
Draupadi  and  stained  her  spotless  virtue  in  the  packed  assembly 
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had  irretrievably  tarnished  his  excellence  They  all  said  that  it  was 
Duryodhana  who  had  made  Kama  into  a  pitiable  figure,  but  no 
one  knew  that  it  was  Draupadi  who  had  made  him  deserving  of 
pity  An  insult  to  humanity  is  pardonable  once,  but  a  slur  on 
woman — from  whose  womb  humanity  takes  birth — is  so  obnoxi¬ 
ous  as  to  be  never  forgivable  The  society,  the  country  where 
woman  is  violated  and  shamed,  is  the  society  and  country  that  digs 


Its  own  ditch  of  doom,  and  dies  in  it 
But  I  also  knew  that  the  Pandava  army  was  afraid  of  his  valour 
He  had  to  an  extent  redeemed  himself  of  the  insult  to  Draupadi  by 
honouring  the  Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi  Had  he  revealed  the 
tmth  of  his  relationship  with  Kunti  Devi,  the  Pandavas  would  not 
have  fought  the  Kauravas  They  would  not  have  fought  t  e 
Kauravas  even  to  revenge  the  slur  on  Draupadi 
If  anyone  had  protected  the  virtuous  name  of  a  mother  w  o 
floated  away  her  new-born  son  on  the  Ashva’s  waters,  it  was 
Kama  , 

The  fact  that  he  was  responsible  for  the  unforgivaWe  su  y'®®  ° 
the  name  of  the  virtuous  wife  Draupadi  pricked  Kama  * 
science  all  his  life  He  had  wanted  me  to  convey  a  humble  me  g 
to  her  “If  at  all  it  is  possible  for  her,  ask  her 
Was  It  possible  that  he  hadn’t  heard  from  ^  , 

strong  was  Draupadi’s  attraction  for  him  nor  the  ®“g® 

Draupadi  spend  two  months  each  with  all  the  sw  ro  e 
of  that,  he  had  thought  it  out  and  decided  to  fig  on 
Kauravas,  and  wasn’t  his  decision  of  paying  ®  P  fespect 
killing  the  Pandavas  an  indirect  way  of  showing  i 
for  Draupadiv  Kama’s 

That  IS  why,  taking  everything  into  account,  , 
valour  was  a  source  of  fearful  danger  for  the  an  n  .ggy  he 
Making  up  his  mind,  Kama  rose  from  35, gm  skyline 

stared  in  the  direction  of  the  darkness  enve  p  night’s 

Sighing  deeply,  he  walked  ‘^JLg  ,h,ck  darkness  on 

sleep  Suddenly  a  heart-piercmg  wail  re  th 
he  Dnshadvati  nver  “Bhai-ya-ya  H  ynshali  Satya- 

flames  on  Satyasena’s  pyre  trembled 
Sena’s  sister  Kama’s  wife  ».r,der  to  Hastinapura 

Ashvatthaman  had  despatched  a  hors  ugard  the  news. 
With  news  of  Satyasena’s  death  As  ®o°"  informing  anyone, 
Vnshah,  lady  of  a  charioteer  family,  without 
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left  her  chores  and,  driving  a  chariot  by  herself,  sped  like  the  wind, 
like  a  river  overflowing  its  banks,  for  the  last  darshan  of  her 

brother  ,  , 

She  ran  towards  the  pyre  as  if  her  dress  was  on  fire  Kama  aiQ 
not  see  her,  he  recognised  her  by  her  scream,  and  instantly  the 
calm  of  the  pool  of  his  memories  was  disturbed  A  single  eddy 
whirled  again  and  again  “Son  of  a  charioteer'  Son  of  a 
charioteer'” 

Seeing  Vnshali,  his  stillness,  his  composure,  his  silence  vanished 
instantly 

He  seized  his  incoherent,  blindly  running  wife  in  his  strong 
embrace  Who  knows  what  emotions  were  contained  in  that 
togetherness'^ 

“Maharaja'  Maharaja'”  She  beat  her  face,  round  as  a  pot,  on  his 
massive  chest  For  she  was  after  all  Kama’s  wife,  a  lady  full  of 
tender  familial  feelings,  who  sacnficed  for  and  sympathised  with 
others 

She  laid  her  troubled  head  on  Kama’s  broad  chest 
It  seemed  that  the  ink-black  darkness  opened  its  eyes  to  witness 
their  close,  poignant  embrace  The  still  waters  of  the  Dnshadvati 
nver  re-nppled  The  battleground  of  Kumkshetra  was  witness 
But  he  did  not  say  even  one  word  The  freely  flowing  tears  from 
Vnshah’s  large  eyes  tned  again  and  again  to  resurrect  a  fresh  fire 
in  his  peaceful,  calm,  lost  in-a  distant-honzon  mind 

Gleaming  fitfully  in  the  light  of  the  pyre,  their  bodies  united 
They  were  locked  in  each  other,  lost  in  each  other  They  were  one 
being,  as  it  were 

The  rhythm  of  the  blood  coursing  through  Kama’s  veins  gave 
Vnshali  some  consolation  “Tomorrow  either  Arjuna  embraces 
the  all  accepting  earth  of  Kumkshetra,  or  or  your  husband 
travels  the  noble  path  to  the  golden  orb  of  the  Sun  ” 

He  helped  his  hfe-long,  uncomplaining,  beloved  wife  into  the 
Jaitra  chanot,  and  personally  escorted  her  to  the  palace  of  the 
Kauravas  in  Hastinapura 

7 


Returning  from  the  palace,  he  did  not  fail  to  notice  the  swans 
slumbcnng  m  the  courtyard  A  desire  rose  m  him  to  stir  and 
disperse  the  reflections  these  proud  birds  cast  in  the  palace  pool, 
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ghmmenng  in  the  soft  light  of  the  torches  Quickly  he  removed  the 
large  yellow  sapphire  nng  from  his  finger  and  flung  it  in  the  pool 
The  reflections  shivered  The  images  shook  The  sleeping  swans 
flapped  awake,  and  thumped  their  webbed  feet  Ripples  formed  in 
the  pool  Seeing  them  expand  in  ever-widening  circles,  he  laughed 
to  himself 


He  strode  swiftly  towards  the  anaent  gate  of  the  palace’s  mam 
wall  in  order  to  return  to  his  tent  Pausing  for  a  moment  near  the 
niain  gate,  he  looked  up  at  Vnshah’s  palace  She  was  standing 
beside  a  window  with  his  youngest  son  Vnshaketu  He  was  the 
only  son  of  Kama,  safe  in  Hastinapura,  removed  from  the  cosmic- 
fire  of  the  Kurukshetra  carnage  He  made  an  effort  to  raise  his 
hand,  he  let  his  eyes  linger  once  on  the  endless  flight  of  stairs, 
then,  deciding  not  to  lift  his  hand,  he  stepped  outside  the  gate  As 
if  with  dogged  determination  He  stepped  out  of  the  palace  like  an 
elephant  emerging  from  a  lake  As  if  shutting  off  his  mind,  for¬ 
saking  all  family  ties 

It  was  past  midnight  when  he  reached  his  tent  in  Kurukshetra 
Outside,  near  the  door,  stood  Duryodhana,  anxiously  wai  mg  o 
him 

Duryodhana  was  upset,  wondering  if  his  would  be 
in  Chief  of  tomorrow  had  deserted  and  returned  to  P 
nagari  Seeing  Kama,  his  face  lit  up  Swift  as  an  arrow,  ®  , 

forward  and  stopped  the  chariot  by  firmly  gnppmg  V 
saddle  The  horse  snorted  heavily,  foaming  at  the 

Without  giving  Kama  time  even  to  dismount. 
stepped  up  to  him  and  said,  “Raja  of  Anga,  your  jjjg 

more  with  us  Who  will  dnve  your  chanot  tomorrow 
dim  light  of  the  torch  one  could  see  Duryodhana’s  pointed  nostrils 

“Raja,  give  me  a  skilled,  reliable  charioteer  ^°“  **'*  luj  > 
how  my  chanot  races  through  the  field  like  a  j  and 

“Skilled  reliable  chanoteer*^”  Creasing  is  hand, 

^nking  his  right  fist  twice  in  the  cupped  on  his 

Duryodhana  thought  hard  A  famt  sweat  rnrved  In  the 

brow  His  thick  curved  eyebrows  became  ^  more 

yellowish  reddish  light  of  the  torch  his  red  face  g  ,nto 

fierce,  looking  almost  sinister,  as  his  large  pi  future  Any 

*he  inner  comers  of  his  mind,  as  if  peenng  m  .  ^yj^jenance 
sharp  observer  could  guess  from  the  harsh  loo 
*hat  he  was  in  great  anxiety 
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The  major  dilemma  of  who  was  competent  to  be  Kamas 
charioteer  made  Duryodhana  forget  even  the  tortuous  route  his 
hfe  had  taken  before  arriving  at  such  a  cnsis  His  finely  woven, 
expensive  shawl  of  Kaurava  royalty,  which  was  always  slipping 
from  his  shoulders,  had  fallen  on  the  ground  without  his  being 
aware  of  it  It  had  escaped  his  mind  to  adjust  it  back  to  position 
with  a  swift  gesture,  as  was  his  habit 

Both  were  silent  for  some  time  Like  two  stone  statues  in  the 
Kaurava  palace 

“Raja  of  Anga,  if  you  don’t  mind,  there  is  only  one  warnor 
whom  I  can  recommend  Only  he  is  fit  to  hold  the  reins  of  your 
chariot  ”  The  Duryodhana  stone-statue  broke  the  silence 

“Who'^”  Kama  removed  his  diadem  and  heavy  coat  of  mail, 
placing  them  in  a  large  tray  His  thick  curly  locks  flowed  out  like 
free-flying  autumn  birds  The  crease  mark  left  by  his  coat-of-mail 
was  discernible  on  his  handsome  neck 

“Raja  Shalya  of  the  Madras  ”  Duryodhana  placed  his  brawny 
nght  hand  on  Kama’s  shoulder 

“Shalya*^  Raja,  you  forget  Shalya  is  related  to  the  Pandavas — he 
IS  their  maternal  uncle,  the  Queen  Mother  Madn  Devi’s  own 
brother  This  war  began  indeed  with  a  throw  of  dice,  but  please 
don’t  gamble  now  in  our  hour  of  crisis  ’’  He  squinted  his  blue,  long 
eyes  A  wreath  of  wrinkles  appeared  on  his  golden  forehead 
“Kama,  even  before  the  war  started  the  respect  I  showed  to 
Shalya  was  different  from  the  respect  I  gave  to  other  rajas  It  is 
tme  that  he  left  the  kingdom  of  Madra  with  the  intention  of 
joining  the  Pandavas  But  I  intercepted  him,  and  by  ordering,  at 
every  stage  of  his  journey,  the  erection  of  welcome  arches  in  his 
honour,  and  by  despatching  royal  messengers  to  felicitate  him  with 
expensive  gifts,  I  succeeded  in  winning  him  over  to  our  side  He 
has  taken  a  solemn  vow  to  help  the  Kauravas  in  this  war  During 
the  last  sixteen  days,  he  has  fought  for  us  with  determination  and 
dedication  Repeatedly  he  has  reinforced  our  warriors  when  they 
were  harassed  by  Bhima  Take  my  word  for  it,  Shalya  is  not  one 
who  will  now  go  back  on  his  word  Kshatnyas  do  not  repent, 
Kshatnyas  do  not  retreat — ^when  the  time  comes  they  readily 
embrace  even  death  to  achieve  heaven  You  know  this  very  well 
Family  links  are  for  ordinary  mortals,  rajas  have  different  ties 
Their  links  arc  Word  given,  total  dedication,  performance  on  the 
field  of  battle  ’’  Without  waiting  for  Kama’s  reply,  he  clapped  his 
hands  Prabhanjana  entered 
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“Prabhanjana,  go,  respectfully  request  Maharaja  Shalya  of  the 
Madras  to  come  here  ”  He  pointed  in  the  direction  of  Shalya’s 
tent 


Shalya  appeared  m  no  time  and  stood  before  them  He  was 
expecting  only  Duryodhana  to  be  present — at  most,  Ashvat- 
thaman,  and  Shakuni  The  instant  he  saw  Kama,  his  forehead 
furrowed  He  had  no  knowledge  of  how  Kama  was  related  to  him 
That  apart,  he  had  not  forgotten  the  bitter  humiliation  he  had 
suffered  at  the  hands  of  Kama  dunng  the  world  conquest  mission 
Glancing  wryly  at  Kama,  Shalya  jerked  his  shawl  tight  But 
Kama,  son  of  Surya,  was  not  angered  by  Shalya’s  Kshatn^n 
pnde,  he  did  not  despise  Shalya,  he  was  not  disheartene  e 
remained  silent,  unmoving 

“Maharaja,  I  have  inconvenienced  you  at  a  very  odd  hour,  “ 

concerns  a  matter  of  the  utmost  urgency  and  importance 


Duryodhana  broke  the  heavy  silence 
“What  matter,  Maharaja’"  Shalya  turned  his  back  on  Kam 
and  looked  straight  at  Duryodhana  . 

“Our  tomorrow  is  in  your  hands  "  Duryodhana  fixed  his  pink 

^“My  hand^s’  How’"  Unable  to  surmise  what  Duryodhana 
meant,  Shalya  creased  his  forehead  rhano- 

“Maharaja,  tomorrow  tomorrow  only  placed 

teer  of  the  Kaurava  Commander-in  Chief  D  cjialya’s 
his  muscular  hand  on  Shalya’s  shoulder  and  looke 
eyes  for  an  answer  ,  j  lapsed  into 

“Raja'”  Shalya  uttered  the  word  at  a  'V®  P  plucking 

sdence  Then,  turning  to  Kama,  like  a  cha  ^  volley  of 

'rregular  strands  of  hair  from  a  horse’s  tai ,  ^ 

words  “So  this  is  the  gross,  cheap  ruse  devise  y 
charioteer  to  take  revenge  on  me’  He  cou  n  asking  a 

Pandavas,  so  he  uses  you  to  do  this  to  rne  >  chanoteer'  Am 
h'ghbom  Kshatnya  to  accept  the  reins  o  a  son  dnving  our 

I  expected  to  hold  the  reins  for  a  man  wno  ^ 
chariots’  It’s  a  grave  mistake  on  .  —ytohimwheni 

you  have  done — to  hand  over  comman  o 

still  happen  to  be  around'”  Shalya  roare  stanng  out  of 

Kama  kept  calm  No  flicker  of  feeling  He  kept 
the  screened  window  at  the  darkness  outsi 
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“Raja  of  Madra,  the  Kauravas  for  whose  sake  you  are  here  to 
fight  today  are  the  very  ones  who  have  accorded  the  full  honours 
of  Kshatnyahood  to  the  Raja  of  Anga  in  the  presence  of  the 
citizens  of  Hastinapura — they  have  installed  him  their 
Commander-in-Chief  And  don’t  forget  that  all  the  rajas  who  have 
come  as  allies  of  the  Kauravas  are  here  because  of  the  success  of 
Kama’s  world-conquest  Had  I  the  chance,  and  had  1  the  power, 
you  would  have  seen  Kama,  the  Raja  of  Anga,  installed 
Commander-in-Chief  on  the  very  first  day  of  battle  If  I  had  the 
skills  of  a  charioteer,  I  would  gladly  have  accepted  the  reins  of  his 
chariot  I  leave  it  entirely  to  you  As  the  eldest  prince  of  the 
Kauravas,  I  make  this  earnest  appeal  to  you,  because  on  the 
strength  of  your  skills  as  a  charioteer  depend  the  lives  of  hundreds 
of  thousands  of  Kaurava  soldiers  ”  Duryodhana  made  his  final 
request 

Shalya,  upset,  was  briefly  lost  in  thought,  he  stared  fixedly  at 
Kama’s  narrow  feet  He  blinked  his  eyes  Wrinkles  creased  his 
forehead  After  deep  reflection,  he  said,  “I  am  ready,  Raja  of  the 
Kauravas  ”  As  he  emerged  from  the  tent,  he  did  not  flick  the  end 
of  his  shawl  haughtily 

Hardly  had  he  left  than  Duryodhana  strode  up  to  Kama  and 
held  Kama’s  strong  arms  m  his  hands 

Raja  of  Anga,  what  Grandsire  Bhishma  could  not  achieve, 
what  Guru  Drona  failed  to  accomplish,  you  will  accomplish  tomor¬ 
row  Remember  the  broken  and  shattered  bowman  Kama  under 
the  garland  of  blue  lotuses  in  the  arena*^  Remember  brave  Kama, 
seeing  the  reflection  of  his  ink-black  face  m  the  sacred  fire-pit  of 
the  svayamvara  hall  in  the  city  of  Kampilya*^  Remember  the 
flames  on  the  pyre  of  Sudamana  on  the  bank  of  the  Ganga*^ 
l^member  Shon’s  helmeted  head*’  You  remember,  don’t  you*’ 
pie  agonising  ends  of  Grandsire  Bhishma,  Guru  Drona,  Shon  and 
Satyasena’’  Raja  of  Anga,  see  to  it  that  Arjuna’s  bow-stnng  is  so 
snappy  tomorrow  that  it  winds  around  his  blue  neck  and  strangles 
him  Thm  blue-skinned  dnver  of  his  should  not  even  realise  that 
Arjuna  has  turned  blue-black,  suffocated,  and  fallen  Speak,  Raja 
of  Anga<  He  shook  Kama  by  the  arms  His  pink  eyes  surveyed 
Kama  s  broad  forehead  as  if  reading  his  own  future 
“Raja,  I  will  do  my  life’s  best  to  see  that  victory  is  yours  Go, 
and  announce  that  all  mendicants  of  neighbouring  cities  will  be 
granted  liberal  charity  tomorrow  ”  His  words  reassured 
Dur>odhana 
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Cheerfully  adjusting  his  shawl,  thumping  Kama  s  arms, 
Duryodhana  emerged  from  the  tent  Removing  from  its  stand  and 
holding  aloft  one  of  the  flaming  torches,  Prabhanjana  led  the  way 
Both  shapes  entered  and  disappeared  m  Duryodhana  s  tent  f^e 
night  of  the  sixteenth  day,  the  second  day  of  the  bright  fortnig  t 
As  if  sensing  what  lay  in  the  womb  of  tomorrow,  the  wind  Wowing 
over  the  Dnshadvati  clapped  its  hands  softly  to  lull  the  uru 
shetra-child  to  sleep  in  the  nver’s  lap  But  sleep  did  not  come  o 


Kurukshetra  Nor  was  it  going  to  come 
My  spy  brought  me  all  this  information  with  all  ® 

Listening  to  it  I  heard  someone  laugh  and  remark,  e  * 
despatch  Nakula  and  Sahadeva  to  Maharaja  Shalya  s  ten  ,  r 
him  of  our  silken  family  links,  and  win  him  over  to  our  ® 
that  doesn’t  work,  then  Shalya  should  be  advise  °  ,  , 

distract  Kama  with  insulting  remarks  about  his 
driving  his  chariot  and  so  break  his  single  mm  e 
tion  ”  What  a  weird  suggestion' 

The  giver  of  this  gratuitous  ^  of  sullying 

respecting  Raja  of  Shalya’s  stature  could  n  en^^^ 

his  Kshatriyahood  with  such  shameful  “  mtention,  he 

the  spell  of  family  sentiment  If  that  had  ^ 
would  have  betrayed  the  Kauravas  much  ™ 

ferocious  sixteen-day  war  Had  he  ,he  Jongdom  of 

pies,  he  could  easily  have  returned  with 

“S'L. 

brutality  repeated— but  no  betrayal  Kama’s  resolve  was 

In  any  case,  no  matter  what  Shalya  '  ’  going  to 

absolute,  unbreakable  Kama  on  the  Kama  who 

prove  a  master  of  over-kill  carnage  jgdy  who  gave  him 

could  not  be  deflected  from  his  purpose  y  Pandavas, 

birth  who  informed  him  of  his  blood  j  offered  him  could 

wasn’t  he  the  same  Kama  who  in  spite  o  '  9  This  was  the 

not  be  swerved  from  his  loyalty  to  t  ®  Grandsire  Bhishma 

Kama  who  had  turned  down  the  g  fixity  of  resolve 

given  from  a  death-bed  of  arrows  wit  armour  How 

that  made  him  gift  away  his  flesh  ear-ri  g  Sun-God  allow 

could  this  Kama  who  knew  he  was  t  e  Shalya*^ 
his  radiance  to  be  tarnished  by  a  perso 


660 


Mntyunjaya 


No  defection  was  possible.  Not  by  Shalya,  and  not  by  Kama 

I  advised  all  to  go  to  sleep  peacefully  I  knew  that  though  the 
dark  fortnight  of  Amavasya  was  over,  ahead  of  us  lay  darker 
nights 

The  seventeenth  day  of  battle  dawned,  the  third  of  the  bright 
fortnight  Both  armies  had  dwindled  to  less  than  half  their  original 
strengths  Many  tents  had  become  soldierless  voids  Like  stables 
bereft  of  horses 

In  the  first  flush  of  dawn,  the  Commander-in-Chief  of  the 
Kauravas,  the  first-born  Pandava,  Kama  climbed  a  tall  mound  to 


survey  the  day’s  topography  For  the  past  sixteen  days  he  had  kept 
track  of  the  ebb  and  flow  of  battles  from  this  very  mound,  for 
which  reason  the  place  had  been  named  the  “Karna-Lookout” 
Because  drum-beats  had  announced  the  chanty-giving,  the  entire 
area  of  the  mound  swarmed  with  mendicants  Gold  plates  and 
salvers  of  variegated  sizes  and  shapes,  heaped  with  diamonds, 
cat  s-eyes,  pearls,  rubies,  pravalas  and  other  precious  stones,  were 
placed  all  around  Kama  had  deaded  to  liberally  give  away  the 
remainder  of  the  treasure  that  he  had  acquired  from  his  world- 
conquest  His  head  wore  a  diadem  identical  to  mine  On  his  wrists 
were  stringed  tuberoses 


As  soon  as  the  auspicious  time  indicated  by  the  royal  purohita 
approached,  Kama  pushed  his  rose-red  hands  inside  the  heaps  of 
diamonds  and  rubies  Giving  away  fistfuls  of  gems  to  each  mendi- 
ant  he  folded  his  palms  and  humbly  honoured  them  His 
ead  which  had  not  bowed  even  before  Jarasandha.  before  such 
dlustnous  rajas  as  Shalya,  Shighra,  Rukmaratha,  before  the 
valiant  Pandayas,  not  even  before  me  except  on  one  or  two  occa- 
time  nf*!  "i”  before  Jamadagm's  son  Parashurama  at  the 
heJ  m  g^'d-complexioned,  sunflower- 

wuh  ■'*  ‘''“‘’em-  "ow  bowed  to  each  village  mendicant 

Tnew  Re  "  ^ave  in  mind'>  I  felt  I 

a  sulhcnn,  1  undemanding  spontaneous  wishes  of 

me  He  He  wanted 

the  blessings  of  simple  ordinary  people,  offered  to  a  simple  ordi- 
nary  soldier  ^ 


His  charity-giving  was  nearly  over,  but  the  golden  rays  of  the 
sun  did  not  shower  panjata-blossoms  on  Kumkshetra,  as  always 
earlier  The  blue  sky  swarmed  with  dark  clouds  Even  the  flocks  of 
birds  that  nested  in  the  kadambas,  acacias,  mahuas,  kimshukas 
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and  other  trees  that  ringed  Kurukshetra,  trilling  varied  melodies  at 
sunrise,  were  mute  or  chirping  half  heartedly,  inside  their  beaks, 
so  it  seemed  The  plants  and  creepers  of  Kurukshetra,  joyously 
burgeoning  at  sunrise,  were  today  hanging  their  heads,  looking 
sleepy  and  desiccated  There  were  no  dewdrops  of  autumn  spark¬ 
ling  on  them  Nor  would  they  sparkle  Because  life  itself  wa« 
looking  lifeless 

8 


Today’s  battle-site  the  foothill  of  a  high  peak  named  Amina 
From  the  west  streamed  the  armies  of  the  Pandavas,  an  r^  e 
east  the  armies  of  the  Kauravas,  gathering  near  the  site  n  a 
four  sides  of  Kurukshetra  the  soldiers  of  all  the  king 
Aryavarta — Madra,  Magadha,  Matsya,  Mathura,  Ma  av^  a  , 
Vanga,  Videha,  Vidarbha,  Kulinda.  Kirala.  Kashi.  Koshaa, 
Kamboja,  Kamarupa,  Nishadha.  Abhira.  and  Gandhara-haa 
assembled,  cunous  to  witness  the  outcome  of  the  a  *  . . 

ready  to  fight  with  single-minded  dedication  ®  ,  m  ,1,5 

of  battle  were  the  muUi  coloured  and  multi  shaped  fl  gs  of  all  the 
capitals-Shakala,  Ginvraja,  Viratnagar,  Avanti. 
Tamranagara,  Kusumapura,  Kundinapura,  C  gnj 

thamandapa,  Varanasi,  Ayodhya.  Champavati,  Mahishmati, 

Pushkaravati  ,,,.  u.,,).  forma- 

Today  the  Kaurava  forces  had  chosen  a  circ  -.fetched  in 
tion,  resembling  the  disc  of  the  sun  A  1°  ehanot  of  the 
eircumference  for  many  yojanas  behind  the  ^ .  .juifj  ehanot, 
Commander-in-Chief  Kama  Paying  homage  to  ^ 

Kama  circumambulated  it  With  eyes  closed,  he  cnan 
m  praise  of  the  sun  ,  pandava  forces 

Behind  Arjuna’s  Nandighosha-chanot  s  ,  jeath 

arranged  in  the  shape  of  a  bull,  the  ve  ic  e  „e(jgeofthc 
Yama  Its  rear-most  section  stretched  as  far  as  the  very 
f'’°‘h'll  -d  with  all  manner  of 

The  rear  of  the  Jaitra-chanot  wiw  P  divine  missiles. 

weapons  including  spears,  javelins,  shic  s.  j 'yancd  arrows 

swords,  chakras,  throw-sticks,  fire-guns,  ^  chain  shaped 
Waving  atop  the  ehanot  was  the  svar-  ag.  tuberoses, 

stick  symbol  His  wnst  braccleted  with  ""  ehanot  and 

Kama  placed  his  nght  foot  on  the  foot-s  p 
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climbed  inside  Hts  weight  made  the  chariot  bells  tinkle,  the  flower 
garlands  sway,  the  elephant  chain  on  top  of  the  chariot  and  the 
stick-symbolled  flag  shook  bnefly.  then  became  still  As  soon  as 
the  Commander-in-Chief  mounted  Jaitra,  his  charioteer  Shalya 
rushed  to  the  front  of  the  vehicle  He  picked  up  tall  horses’  reins, 
which  looked  like  elephant  tusks  One  horse  was  exceptionally 
tall  Shalya  held  the  whip,  which  was  encased  in  tiger-skin 
Shalya  as  charioteer'  I  laughed  to  myself  Time  had  taken  a 
terrible  revenge  against  Shalya* 

I  shouted  to  Arjuna,  standing  at  the  head  of  the  Pandava  forces, 
to  mount  his  chanot,  but  he  remained  immobile  He  was  not  going 
to  do  so  until  I  gripped  the  reins  of  the  Nandighosha  chanot  and 
held  the  whip  I  smiled,  and  climbed  the  Nandighosha,  deliber¬ 
ately  left  foot  first  Picking  up  the  whip,  I  flicked  it  strongly 
The  moment  I  blew  war-cries  out  of  my  white  Panchajanya 
conch,  Arjuna  climbed  into  the  chariot  Blowing  his  own 
Devadatta  conch  in  faultless  harmony  with  mine,  he  screamed  peal 
after  peal 

This  was  the  first  time  our  armies  shouted  victory  cries  using 
both  our  names  The  victory  shouts  bounced  against  the  hill  and 
reverberated  through  the  Pandava  ranks  All  Kurukshetra  echoed 
with  the  cries 

The  sky  was  still  overcast  The  only  way  for  it  to  clear  up  was 
through  victory  shouts  piercing  the  firmament  The  Commander- 
in  Chief  of  the  Kauravas  heard  the  war-cries  of  the  Pandavas  and 
seemed  to  blossom  like  a  sunflower  radiant  in  sunlight — he  was 
now  not  just  Kama,  not  the  son  of  Radha.  not  the  son  of  Kunti— 
he  had  shed  his  family  ties  long  ago  as  he  had  discarded  his  skin- 
armour  and  flesh  ear-rings  He  was  now  simply  the  Commander- 
in  Chief— simply  the  refulgent  son  of  the  Sun  For  an  instant  he 
glanced  in  the  direction  of  the  obscured  eastern  horizon 
Holding  his  white,  huge  Hiranyagarbha  conch  firmly  in  both 
hands,  he  gazed  once  at  the  sprawling  circular  array  of  the 
Pandava  forces  The  next  moment  his  neck,  thick  as  a  healthy 
elephant’s  leg,  swelled  His  veins  became  taut  Inhaling  deeply  m 
his  massive  chest,  he  blew  celestial  peals  from  his  Hiranyagarbha 
conch  Even  I  was  not  familiar  with  these  peals  that  inspired  and 
excited  the  assembled  soldiers  His  peals  cut  through  the  dm  of 
tabors,  dimdhiibi,  dimdim  and  mrtdanga  drums,  and  reached  me 
in  the  Pandava  camp  They  were  not  sounds,  they  were  dazzling 
streams  of  light 
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Lifting  repeatedly  his  Bow  of  Victory  in  his  nght  hand,  and 
ordering  “Forward  march'  Attack”,  he  advanced  like  the  ocean 
agitated  on  a  moonless  night  Like  the  death-music  of  a  raging 
forest  fire  Like  a  bolt  of  lightning.  Like  a  volcano  consuming 
everything  around  it  Like  a  second  sun,  keeping  m  mind  a  son  s 
duty,  as  if  bent  on  fulfilling  the  task  of  a  shrouded  sun  to  make  red- 
hot  the  field  of  Kurukshetra 

None  except  I  in  the  countless  ranks  of  the  Kauravas  an 
Pandavas  knew  that  Kama  was  the  son  of  Surya  The  Kaurava 
warriors  were  glorifying  him  as  the  Raja  of  Anga  The  Pan  ava 
warriors  described  him  as  the  son  of  Radha  and  tried  there  y  to 
reassure  their  agitated  minds  that  they  had  nothing  to  fear  so  ar  ^ 
his  military  prowess  was  concerned  There  was  no  one  ca  ing  i 
the  son  of  Surya  Nonetheless,  now  fully  aware  of  his  i  entity, 
son  of  Surya,  the  resolute,  unparalleled  warrior,  into  ^ 
quick  to  take  affront,  on  his  own,  all  by  himself,  a  hero  o 


ties,  advanced  inexorably  .  .  _ _  Vncha- 

Supporting  him,  the  Kauravas  advanced  also  t,,|,,sana 

sena  and  Chitrasena,  Ashvatthaman,  Shakuni. 

Kripa,  Duryodhana,  Kntavarman  and  others 
I  alighted  from  the  Nandighosha,  went  "t®'  ^  wheels  The 
fetched  the  oil-vessel  with  which  to  lubricate 
warriors  assigned  to  protect  the  Nandighosha  ru  hed  foma 
among  them  Lre  Bhil,  Satyaki,  Uttamaujas  Dh^h'ady™^^ 
Nakula,  Sahadeva,  Yuyudhana  Clouds  of  us  neigh- 

War-drums,  victory-cnes,  the  trumpeting  °  ^  taut  bow¬ 

ing  of  horses,  the  clatter  of  chanot-whecis,  cacophony  which 
strings — all  these  combined  to  produce  an  eeri 
teverberated  as  it  echoed  against  the  hill  ca  e  flocks 

*ng  of  whips  mingled  with  the  whinnying  o  ^  clashing 

of  Garuda  birds  approaching  from  opposite  i  .  ^^  ,jn.,orsofthc 

'vith  an  uproarious  clamour  of  fluttering  wing  .  ^  Soldier 

nrmies  shot  their  arrows  at  each  other,  colliding  hcau 
grappled  with  soldier  The  battle  began  pn  the 

Empty  wine  jars,  flung  from  as  thc>  struck  the 

field  of  Kurukshetra  Many  chariots  los  c  ftoni 

jnrs,  and  as  a  result  of  horse-ridcrs  chariot.  puH^^^ 

fichmd,  they  were  reduced  to  smithereens  *  across  the 

fisc  swan-white  horses,  was  5on  of  Sur>a. 

humpj  terrain  that  the  foc-dcslro>ing  cr 
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one  instant  at  one  corner  of  the  fields  had,  in  the  next  instant, 
before  anyone  could  make  out,  slipped  into  the  ranks  of  the 
Pandava  cavalry,  elephants  and  foot-soldiers  That  fearless 
Commander-in-Chief  was  issuing  orders  so  loudly  that  the  un¬ 
horsed  and  uncharioted  Kaurava  warriors  were  inspired  and  stood 
up  to  fight  again  They  fell  upon  the  Panchalas  with  whatever 
vehicle  they  could  mount  Kama  advanced  like  a  mighty  river  that 
proceeds  to  join  the  ocean  accompanied  by  myriads  of  doom¬ 
dancing  waves,  accompanying  him  were  wine-and-war  intoxicated 
elephants,  headed  by  thousands  of  agitated  troops,  contemptuous 
of  cavalry  and  foot-soldiers  On  his  right  was  Chitrasena,  and  on 
his  left  Prasena,  behind  him  was  Vrishasena  His  three  illustrious 
sons  advanced  with  him,  giving  protective  cover 

One  got  the  impression  that  the  Sun  itself  was  launching  an 
attack  with  its  array  of  sunrays 

Seeing  Kama  advancing,  I  halted  Arjuna’s  chariot  midway,  m 
order  to  delay  the  troops  of  Hastinapura  who  were  following  us  I 
knew  that  his  blue  eyes  had  unerringly  singled  me  out,  and  he  was 
concentrating  on  attacking  Arjuna  His  restless  movements  made 
that  clear  enough 

As  he  approached  nearer,  Dhnshtadyumna,  who  protected  our 
left  flank,  in  a  swift  action  manoeuvred  his  Panchala  forces  to  a 
position  in  front  of  our  army  I  had  advised  this  primary  tactic  to 
Dhnshtadyumna  the  previous  night  Exactly  as  planned,  he  sta¬ 
tioned  his  Panchala  forces  to  receive  the  brunt  of  Kama’s  volcanic 
thrust  Seeing  the  Panchala  troops  suddenly  facing  him,  Kama 
plunged  within  the  enemy  ranks  like  a  wounded,  maddened  ele¬ 
phant  splashing  in  the  waters  of  a  lake  Lifting  high  his  Bow  of 
Victory,  Kama  let  loose  endless  volley  upon  volley  of  venomous 
arrows  upon  the  countless  Panchala  elephant  ranks— like  ram 
showenng  at  the  ascendancy  of  the  Mnga  constellation  The 
venom  made  the  elephants  run  helter-skelter  Their  rancous  tmm- 
petmg  m^ade  it  impossible  for  anyone  to  guess  what  was  happening 
within  the  Panchala  ranks  Qouds  of  dust  dimmed  the  sky  even 
more  thickly 

Kama,  son  ot  Surya,  appeared  now  in  the  shape  of  Death  to 
those  Panchala  warriors  who,  at  the  time  of  Draupadi’s  svayam- 
vara,  made  fun  of  his  humdiation  in  the  open  assembly,  and  they 
screamed  for  fear  of  their  lives  Like  a  yaynn-fire  reducing  a  bundle 
of  firewood  to  ashes,  his  fiery  arrows  consumed  the  Panchala 
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heroes  Kama,  son  of  Radha,  looked  as  fearful  and  incandescent 
as  a  flame-of-the-forest  whose  every  branch  is  laden  with  blood 
red  flowers,  or  as  flocks  upon  flocks  of  red  saranga  birds  Li  e  a 
bush-fire  at  the  foot  of  a  mountain  streaking  towards  the  forest, 
fearless  Kama  scorched  the  protecting  Panchala  ranks  one  y  one 
and,  exhorting  the  wamors  behind  him,  kept  advancing 
He  had  cast  off  all  confusions  that  had  so  far  been  trou  '"S 
mind  Only  one  idea  gripped  him  now — the  easily  hea  y  °  ® 
of  war.  Like  a  furious,  famished,  roanng  hon 
of  wild  horses  grazing  in  a  pasture,  he  penetra  e  i 

“sVtht  half  an  hour  he  had  d-.mated  the  «la 

vanguard  His  arrows  fell  like  swarms  of  locusts,  J 

like  a  continuous  torrent  of  ram  during  the 

Mnga  constellation  He  kept  shooting  as  ®  ,  i,y’,i,e  four 

even  six,  simultaneously  as  could  be  held  an  no 

fingers  of  his  right  hand— and  the  ^  was  impossible  to 

m  all  four  directions  in  the  twinkling  of  an  ey  strung 

tell  when  he  pulled  the  arrows  out  of  its  of  a 

them  on  his  bow  and  took  aim  Like  St®*®  his  hands  and  eyes 

flowing  stream,  moving  in  unbroken  continuiy,^^ 

worked  in  a  single  fluid  motion  while 

second  the  battered  Panchalas  withdrew  ®  an  to  retreat 

broke  Dhnshtadyumna,  leader  of  the  Panchalas, 

To  prevent  the  rout  of  the  Panchalas,  t  e  help 

and  the  Pandava  regiment  of  Indrapras  „,ects  the  entry  of 
But,  just  as  in  times  of  high  tide,  the  oce  armed  Kama, 

streams  from  outside,  the  first  ’  „  the  elephant  ranks 

repulsed  the  Pandava  reinforcements  le  were 

of  the  Chedis,  he  bewildered  ‘b®"’  '°  hrst  hour  of  battle  itself. 

unable  to  tell  enemy  from  fnend  In  the  nes— Bhanudeva, 

Kama  decapitated  the  illustrious  na  Hundreds  and 

Chitrasena,  Senabmdu  Tapana  an  trampled  beneath 

thousands  of  Chedi  warriors  and  Satya  ^  careened 

the  wheels  of  his  tall  chariot  Screammg  lightning  freely 

through  the  four-fold  army  ranks  like  a 

coursing  through  the  sky  mandala  ^nt  of  the  rear  ot 

I  carefully  manoeuvred  the  regiment  ot  ^  olash  with  t^ 

the  Panchala  army,  and  brought  it  in  j’s  invincible  arro 

suicide  squad  called  the  Samshaptakas  «  j 
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whizzed  above  my  head  and  the  Samshaptakas  fled  wherever  they 
found  escape  outlets  Arjuna*s  soldiers  pursued  them,  making 
them  arrow-targets 

9 


Demolishing  the  vanguard  of  the  formation,  Kama  penetrated 
deep  inside  and  clashed  with  Yudhishthira  The  instant  he 
glimpsed  dharma-loving  Yudhishthira’s  chanot,  he  toppled 
Yudhishthira’s  white  chanot-pennant  with  his  very  first  arrow  A 
peacock  shorn  of  its  crest,  Yudhishthira’s  chariot  veered  skilfully 
right  and  left  in  order  to  shake  off  Kama  But  Kama  confronted  it 
in  every  direction  Avoiding  aiming  at  the  body  itself,  Kama  shot 
arrows  so  accurately  at  the  chariot  poles  and  mouths  of  the 
wooden  quivers  that  Yudhishthira  was  unable  to  move  even 
though  he  had  his  bow  at  the  ready  Harassing  Yudhishthira 
interminably,  he  hurled  Yudhishthira’s  charioteer  Indrasena  out 
of  the  vehicle  Indrasena  fell  down,  dead 
Rushing  to  Yudhishthira's  help  in  a  body  came  Dhnshta- 
dyumna,  Satyaki,  the  five  sons  of  Draupadi,  Shikhandin,  Bhima, 
Nakula  and  Sahadeva  But  Kama,  son  of  Radha,  pierced  through 
the  ring  around  Yudhishthira  so  expertly  that  they  never  got  a 
chance  to  regroup  and  attack  unitedly 

fi  first  three  hours  of  battle,  the  sky  began  to  clear  The 

field  of  Kurukshetra  filled  with  light  Surya,  the  sky-emperor,  the 
‘  radiance  to  all  animate  and  inanimate 

hMt  Kama  experienced  the 

with  hic  R  la  arm,  and  for  an  instant  stopped  shooting 

wh^  l^Tth  ^  Victopi  His  eyes  became,  as  it  were,  mouths 

Seem/h  ^R  ‘'ke  Wine  to  him 

noned  h  °  Victory  inactive,  his  charioteer  Shalya  cau- 

tioned  him,  saying,  “Son  of  a  charioteer'  Son  of  a  charioteer'” 

h^"wn  m  kis  Identity-even  had  he  known, 

he  would  not  have  believed  it 

T^e  darshan  of  the  Sun  transported  not  only  the  body  but  the 
mind  of  heroic  Kama  also  into  rapture  The  battlefield  in  front  of 
that  golden  sky-hero  became,  as  it  were,  something  as  tnvial  and 
contemptible  as  a  blade  of  grass  Shooting  arrows  as  multicoloured 
as  the  feathers  of  the  sheldrake,  that  super-hero,  that  prabhadraka 
Kama,  roaring  like  a  lion,  swooped  within  the  ranks  of  the  Chedis 
and  Panchalas 
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Observing  that  Kama  was  engrossea  in  battle,  the  mighty  hero 
Bhima  seized  this  occasion  to  rout  the  thousands  upon  thousands 
of  the  Kaurava  ranks  of  Madra,  Gandhara,  Saindhava  and 
like  an  ocean  flooding  its  boundaries  at  high  tide  Anguishe  y 
the  thought  that  Kama  had  killed  his  powerful  son  Ghatotkacha, 
the  wmd-god’s  son  Bhima  surveyed  the  battle  area  searc  ing  or 
an  opportunity  to  crash  Kama’s  son  in  his  incredibly  strong  arms 
And  that  opportunity  came  his  way 
Lost  m  the  confusion  of  battle,  getting  separated  more  an 
each  minute  from  Kama,  Prasena  unluckily  came 
Bhima,  nght  in  front  of  him  He  appeared  in  front  o  ' 
hill  of  the  Nishadha  range  compared  to  a  long,  broa  an 
mountain  of  the  Himalayas  But  he  stood  ‘  ’  { 

Nishadha  hill,  confronting  Bhima  That  illustrious  finally 

Kama  fought  Bhima  for  half  an  hour  or  so  and  was  felled  final^ 
by  a  moon-shaped  arrow  shot  by  Bhima  He  ay 

spread  from  mouth  to  mouth  till  it  reachedl  .  ,  gjjj  i^gep- 

Pushing  back  the  forces  of  the  Ched.s  and  P/"  ^  “f^hefe 
mg  an  eye  on  the  war-flag  of  Bhima,  he  arriv  of  Victory 

his  dead  son  lay  The  sight  of  the  corpse  ma 
shake  in  his  hands,  the  next  instant  it  slipped  from  h.s  g  P 
on  the  ground  ,  ,  jown  from  his 

“Prasena'  Prasena'”  he  shouted  ,  ^ards,  he  cupped 

chariot  Turning  the  body  of  his  dead  so  tears  that 

the  dust-smeared  countenance  m  nis  elotted  dust  on  his 
streamed  down  Kama’s  face  washed  away  ^  tj^e  earth  of 
son’s  face  A  few  of  the  burning  tear  drops 

Kurukshetra  .  The  Kaurava  corpse- 

He  stood  up,  and  gazed  bnefly  at  t  e  s  y  straddling 

bearers  removed  the  limp  lifeless  body  y  ®  .  turned  his  back  to 
shadow  of  Kama’s  massive  frame  ^  this  world  of  maya 

face  the  bitter  reality  of  life,  to  face  t  ®  pverv  step  m  the  noose 
which  ensnares  wamors  all  the  time  an  speed  of  a  tiger 

of  death  He  ran  and  leapt  into  his  ch®no  rattled 

pouncing  on  the  neck  of  an  elephan  .  chariot  v.er 

forward  The  iron  chains  on  the  left  by  the  bump> 

getting  loose  as  a  result  of  the  fn  lo  battlefield  But  Kar 

drive  over  the  small  and  large  craters  on 
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had  no  time  to  pay  attention  to  this.  His  eyes,  emitting  the 
his  wrath,  sought  Bhima,  and  Bhima  only.  Shalya’s  whip  cracked 
repeatedly  on  the  sun-glistening  backs  of  the  white  chariot-horses. 

A  tremendous  battle  was  raging  in  the  left  corner  of  the  battle¬ 
field  between  his  eldest  son  Vrishasena  and  Nakula.  Even  a 
Pandava  like  Nakula  was  unable  to  defeat  Vrishasena.  Fearlessly 
showing  off  his  skill,  Vrishasena  singlemindedly  used  this  oppor¬ 
tunity  of  harassing  Nakula.  “1  am  Kama’s  son  Vrishasena!”  Teas¬ 
ing  Nakula  with  these  words,  he  kept  the  Pandava  confused  for  a 
few  hours  with  an  incessant  shower  of  arrows.  Just  as  he  had  fled 
from  Kama,  Nakula  had  no  option  but  to  retreat  from  Vrishasena 
as  well.  He  looked  about  desperately  for  help  from  any  quarter. 
But  he  had  no  idea  where  Arjuna  and  the  three  other  Pandavas 
were  fighting.  He  blew  soft,  piteous  calls  on  his  conch  for  help. 
Immediately  on  hearing  them,  the  mighty  hero  Satyaki  rushed  to 
give  assistance.  Satyaki  was  next  in  power  after  the  Pandavas. 

A  gory  duel  followed  between  Satyaki  and  Vrishasena.  In  no 
time  at  all  Satyaki  rendered  Vrishasena  senseless  with  a  poison- 
tipped  arrow.  The  tired  eldest  son  of  Kama  crashed  in  the  chariot 
like  a  boulder  falling  down  a  hill.  Duhshasana  quickly  removed  the 
unconscious  Vrishasena  from  the  field.  Not  because  he  had  any 
special  love  for  Vrishasena,  but  because  he  wanted  to  be  as  far 
away  from  Bhima  as  possible. 

Kama  next  pounced  on  the  re-grouped  remnants  of  the  Chedi 
elephant  force.  The  few  surviving  elephants  tan  helter-skelter 
across  the  field,  trumpeting  with  uplifted  trunks.  The  Pandava 
leaders  Dhrishtadyumna,  Uttamaujas,  Satyaki  and  Yuyudhana 
were  unable  to  withstand  the  fiery  onslaught.  Kama  had  become 
an  irresistible  and  invincible  force. 

Crushing  with  his  mace  the  four-fold  armies  of  the  Vasatyas, 
Nishadhas  and  Saindhavas,  Bhima  danced  crazily  across  the  field 
and  screamed  his  challenge  to  Kama;  “Where  is  Duhshasana? 
Where  is  he?” 

Decimating  the  suicide  squad  of  Samshaptakas  under  the 
command  of  Susharma,  our  chariot,  the  Nandighosha,  had  pen¬ 
etrated  more  than  halt  of  the  Solar  Formation  of  the  Kauravas. 

Only  three  brave  heroes  still  roamed  freely  on  the  field  of 
Kurukshetra,  amid  the  chaotic  war-cries  that  resounded  at  the  foot 
of  the  Amina  hill.  The  armies  sent  to  fight  them  began  retreating. 
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The  field  was  filled  with  broken  army  ranks  like  swarms  of  bees. 
Like  floeks  of  birds  squabbling  on  fruit-laden  trees  in  springtime, 
the  warriors  of  both  camps  attacked  each  other  indiscriminately. 
None  except  Kama  and  the  Pandava  heroes  on  their  high  chariots 
knew  who  was  fighting  who,  and  where. 

10 


Urged  by  desire  to  avenge  his  defeat,  Yudhishthira  onre  again 
faced  Kama  on  the  battlefield,  supported  this  time  by  the  Uraviaa 
and  Nishadha  forces.  However,  that  mighty  chariot-hero,  inren 
by  the  death  of  his  son,  at  the  very  outset  succeede  in  ^  ‘  ® 
of  Yudhishthira’s  flank  protectors,  Dandadhara  and  ChanO  a_ 
deva.  Irritated  by  the  inadequacy  of  his  valour,  “ 
clashed  furiously  with  Kama’s  chariot.  Never  m  e 
days  of  battle  had  Yudhishthira  been  so  wrathful.  .  ^ 

Shouting  “Son  of  a  charioteer!  Son  of  a  chanoteerl  he  obscureu 

Kama’s  chariot  with  a  torrent  of  arrows.  shouted  and 

“Useless,  good-for-nothing  Kshatnya.  K 
scattered  the  swarm  of  arrows  in  an  instant  arrows  by 

Reaching  into  his  quiver  and  selecting  hTkite- 

the  smooth  feel  of  their  ends — naracna,  bastika — he 

backed,  jihma,  sanatparva,  grindstone-s  freezing  a 

shot  them  at  Yudhishthira  with  the  ^  but  none 

Himalayan  hill.  Satyaki  and  Yuyulsu  ^invincible  Kaurava 

Was  able  to  withstand  the  onslaught  o  c 
general,  Kama.  ,  ...  L-ni-a  Satyaki  and 

Harassed  by  Kama’s  arrows,  Yu  is  /  from  the 
Yuyutsu  climbed  into  the  same  chariot  ®  , bat  penetrated 
field.  As  he  retreated,  Yudhishthira  shot  an  three  turned 

a  vulnerable  spot  near  Kama’s  ear.  Not  o  j^ama  dropped 
back  to  see  it  he  had  fallen  unconscious  or 
down,  senseless.  ^  ^  head  of  Kama.  He 

Shalya  removed  the  arrow  from  .  .,ber-bag  kept  in  the 
sprinkled  a  few  drops  of  water  from  tne  i  passion  for 

chariot,  and  Kama  revived  after  a  fevv  na  bit— noc  “ 

war  that  glowed  on  his  face  had  not  faOeo 

likely  to  fade.  ^  Yudhishthira  wen 

Having  fled  from  Kama  on  the  ba  Fearing  that  he  w 

3nd  cooped  himself  up  silently  in 
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wounded,  Arjuna’s  worry  made  his  aim  erratic  Until  he  could  be 
certain  that  Yudhishthira  was  unharmed,  his  mind  would  not 
stabilise  Slowing  down  the  speed  of  the  Nandighosha  chanot,  I 
tned  to  manoeuvre  it  out  of  the  field  I  halted  the  vehicle  in  front 
of  Yudhishthira’s  tent  The  clatter  of  the  chanot  wheels  made 


Yudhishthira  come  out  of  his  tent  He  thought  that  his  dear 
brother  Arjuna  had  arnved  to  give  the  news  that  he  had  killed 
Kama  who  was  wreaking  such  havoc  m  the  Pandava  ranks 
The  very  instant  Arjuna  with  bent  head  said  that  he  had  not 
even  come  face  to  face  with  Kama  on  the  battlefield,  Yudhish¬ 
thira,  famed  for  his  equanimity,  quailed 


“Why  don’t  you  throw  the  Gandiva  m  Kumkshetra’s  Surya 
Pit'^’  No  sooner  had  Yudhishthira  angrily  uttered  these  words 
than  Arjuna,  lifting  his  Gandiva  bow,  pounced  on  his  eldest 
brother  whom  he  had  respected  all  his  life  almost  like  a  father 
Arjuna  was  filled  with  a  burning  anger  that  surpassed  even  the 
anger  of  Ashvatthaman  attacking  Kama 
There  are  some  occasions  which  seem  to  be  perfect  tests  of  the 
imits  of  a  man’s  self  control  Such  an  occasion  now  presented 
Itself  before  Yudhishthira  and  Arjuna 
I  stepped  between  the  two  sons  of  Kunti  and  pacified  them  "I 
will  not  turn  m  the  direction  of  my  tent  without  first  kilhng 
^rna  Taking  this  fierce  vow,  Arjuna  re-ascended  his  chanot  I 
smiled  to  myself  As  always 

Satyak.  Expenenced 
cloHd^d^v  “"de  eated  Kama  coUided  like  two  masses  of  black 
battle  f  "'‘"ds  from  the  east  In  the  sixteen  days  of 

memahl  remained  undefeated  He  was  the  un- 

satvat  k  J''t'’“davas  But  today  Kama  humbled 

NaknlfruT"  '’"d  failed  to  vanquish 

Ea^h  ihro  “"‘‘Dhnshtadyumna  encircled  Duryodhana 

fan  hkl  r  H  r"  “Sainst  him  but,  straight  and 

eve  “^gant  Duryodhana  rolled  his  wide- 

Ree^inr  f'>“g'>‘  wth  his  three  antagonists 

fev?nve®.h  victimised  Draupadi,  and  detem^ned  to 

n.^nnh  '".I  Dhnshtadyumna  mshed  at 

k  T  bared  fangs  of  a 

fk^  el  “■’*  “P  ®“"bed  the  neck  of  the 

charioteer  Pratikaman  and,  with  Duryodhana  as  target,  he  kept 
circling  the  chanot  That  veiy  instant,  the  person  responsible  for 
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the  universal  doom,  that  mighty  banyan-huge  arrogant  Duryo- 
dhana  began  blowing  his  conch  to  signal  Kama  for  assistance, 
because  Kama  was  the  only  one  he  could  fall  back  on.  Since  he 
had  given  word  to  protect  Duryodhana  to  the  last,  the  firm-vowed 
hero  of  charities  immediately  turned  away  from  Satyaki  in  order  to 
help  his  benefactor.  All  eight  mighty  chariot-heroes  who  ha 
turned  up  to  prevent  his  coming  together  with  Duryodhana  on  t  e 
battlefield— Vyaghraketu,  Susharma,  Chitra,  Ugragudha,  Jaya, 
Shukla,  Rochaman,  and  Singhasena — were  despatched  by  ama 


to  the  other  world.  .  . 

His  white  chariot  steeds  galloped  so  swiftly  that  they  ap^ 
to  be  a  never-ending  strip  of  white  cloth.  One  mstan 
covered  the  area  from  east  to  west;  the  other  instant  from 
north-he  traversed  the  field  like  the  king  of  birds  Garuda  soanng 

In  the  gory  cfash  that  was  taking  place 
uncharioted  the  great  heroes  Jishnu,  Jishnukarm  >  ,ynuld 
Danda.  The  Pandava  warriors  had  no  idea  "'here  of 

strike  next  and  when.  His  arrows  sped  “"“bsmrcted  hk 
birds  migrating  over  the  sea  in  Jl  g^t  direction.  He 

master  of  five  slaves;  speed,  strength,  shape,  imp  ^  desert 

approached  with  a  great  clatter  of  chanot-w  e  Gairika 

storm.  Body  bleeding  with  innumerable  woun  J.  ,  ajgnmson 
hill  streaming  in  the  monsoon  with  red  liquid  o  j  his 
stone-clusters,  he  pushed  ahead.  The  bea  ®  ],i5  body, 

shorn  ears  mixed  with  the  blood  frorn  the  w  Kuru- 

They  streamed  off  the  chariot  and  drippe  on  5,yeat  while 
kshetra.  Even  though  Kama’s  forehead  was  oai  ^^,^5 

he  rained  arrows  at  his  foes,  Shalya  refuse  ^  ^  charioteer! 

•he  finest  Kshatriya  of  them  all.  Shouting  .  ,jons  in  which 

Son  of  a  charioteer!”  he  kept  asking  j  faster  and  faster 

direction  to  attack.  Kama’s  muscular  arms 

in  relation  to  the  rise  of  the  ascending  ^  slant- 

The  sun  was  now  directly  overhead.  ^  jicular.  Unable  to 
ing  shadows  of  the  warriors  were  now  p  iP  soldiers  dragged 
endure  the  intense  heat  of  the  sun,  wd“X  .o,s.  The  severed 
themselves  to  shelter  under  balf-smashe  ^^^j^^l^yjag  bog 
•ails  of  horses  and  sliced  elephant  ttunlt®  ^^^s  testific 

otflesh  and  blood,  and  soldiers  flailing  their  g  decimated 

•°  life’s  extraordinary  powers  of  survival.  Kam 
•he  Pandava  ranks. 
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Taking  with  him  Vnshasena.  who  had  recovered  his  senses, 
Duhshasana  plunged  into  the  confused  ocean  of  the  Kaurava  army 
like  a  swift  river,  and  reached  the  spot  where  he  should  not 
have — ^where  a  tumultuous  battle  was  being  fought  between 
Duryodhana,  Kama  and  Shakuni  on  one  side  and  Bhima,  Nakula, 
Sahadeva  and  Dhrishtadyumna  on  the  other  Like  a  black  deer 
going  to  drink  water  in  front  of  a  lion 
Like  a  mongoose  puffing  up  the  hair  on  its  body  and  screeching 
and  leaping  angrily  when  facing  a  venomous  snake,  Bhima  swelled 
his  chest  and  leapt  in  his  chanot  when  he  confronted  Duhshasana, 
and  uttered  a  sky-rending  scream  Such  a  harsh  and  piercing 
scream  that  all  the  warriors,  perplexed,  froze,  weapons  in  hand, 
wondering  what  had  happened  Even  Bhima’s  sturdy, 
sweat  covered  russet  horses,  stunned  by  that  fearful  noise,  bent 
their  knees  and  abruptly  sat  on  the  ground  His  chanoteer, 
Vishoka,  alighted  from  the  vehicle,  caressed  them,  and  somehow 
or  other  succeeded  in  getting  them  on  their  feet  again  As  a  result 
of  his  incessant  wme-dnnking,  Bhima’s  red-nmmed  eyes  had 
become  even  more  red  And  when  he  saw  Duhshasana  in  front  of 
him,  the  blood  coursing  even  faster  in  his  veins  made  them  even 
more  frightfully  red  The  hairs  on  his  thick  moustache  becarjdc 
stiff  His  large  nostrils  flared  Beads  of  sweat  glistened  on  his  face, 
round  as  a  water-pot  Steeling  his  large  jaw,  he  shouted,  “Stop, 
you  low-born  scum’’’ 

Inflamed  Bhima  totally  forgot  that  he  was  a  vulnerable  target 
for  the  vanegated  weapons  m  the  chariots  of  Kama,  Shakuni, 
Knpa,  and  Ashvatthaman  Pushing  aside  Vishoka,  he  took  the 
reins  in  his  own  hands 

Indiscriminately  crushing  under  his  chanot  the  Kauravas  as  well 
as  many  of  his  own  ranks,  he  reached  Duhshasana  in  no  time  at  all 
Because  his  mind  was  fixed  on  revenge,  Vayu’s  son  Bhima  let 
loose  an  explosive  peal  of  laughter  The  cruelty  in  that  laugh 
numbed  Duhshasana’s  hands  and  feet  Best  to  escape  if  possible 
from  an  avalanche  of  rocks— thinking  this,  Duhshasana  curled  up 
his  body  in  his  chanot  like  a  hawk  folding  its  wings  in  its  nest  Like 
a  leaning  tower  somehow  standing  up  against  a  battenng  storm- 
such  was  the  condition  of  Duhshasana  The  same  Duhshasana 
who,  after  the  post-gambling  disrobing  of  Draupadi,  had  neighed 
like  a  wild  horse  was  now  cowcnng  for  shelter  like  a  wild  cat  No 
Kaurava  soldier  nearby  had  the  courage  to  block  Bhima,  who 
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charged  on  Duhshasana  like  a  bull  in  an  open  field.  Bhima’s  entire 
frame  was  now  like  a  veritable  cyclone.  Screaming  “Lowborn 
Duhshasana!”  he  dashed  straight  into  Duhshasana’s  chariot. 

Duhshasana  gripped  his  chariot’s  firm  flagpole.  He  was  in  no 
mood  to  alight.  Bhima  dragged  him  out. 

Duhshasana  had  dragged  out  Draupadi  from  the  midst  of  the 
royal  ladies.  Now,  from  the  midst  of  the  Kaurava  warriors,  hugely 
powerful  Bhima  dragged  Duhshasana  out  of  his  chariot,  like  a 
burly  peasant  dragging  away  by  the  neck  a  bull  that  has  intrude 
into  a  field  of  ripe  com.  Furious  Bhima  kicked  on  top  of  him  the 
mace  that  had  rolled  down  from  his  chariot.  Bewildered  Duhsha¬ 


sana  managed  somehow  to  endure  the  assault. 

A  horripilating  mace-duel  commenced.  Sparks  flew  rom  e 
clashing  maces.  Sparks  of  anger  scattered  from  their  wrat  u  ey 
that  glared  death  at  each  other.  Keenly  eyeing  each  other  to  lino 
fatal  spot,  briefly  pausing,  carefully  lifting  each  foot,  ey 
mace  against  mace,  like  the  crackle  of  lightning,  w  en 
got  the  chance.  Duhshasana  attacked  first,  crouching  ^ 
like  a  cheetah.  But  he  did  not  know  that  Bhima,  w  yjbja. 
Imge  and  bulky,  could  become  even  more  swift  than  wi 
tions  as  soon  as  he  heard  the  swish  of  a  mace. 

For  half  an  hour  they  were  oblivious  of  the  exis  e 
Warriors  on  the  field  of  Kurukshetra  ,i,„ttprine  blow. 

Finally  Bhima  felled  him  to  the  ground  w'*  ®  thorny  cotton 
Immoral,  huge-bodied  Duhshasana  dropped  liKe  ^printed 

tree  uprooted  by  a  storm.  Bhima  flung  asi  e  i  -^jjj’jhasana’s 
forward,  screaming,  and  with  both  as  large  as  an 

mace-hand  tightly.  He  stamped  his  heavy  ng  >  he 

elephant’s,  on  the  right  arm  of  •^“1’®’’'’®“!' ^khnu  pressing  his 
looked  like  the  fearsome  Dwarf  Avatara  o  .  .  hand, 

foot  on  the  third  world.  The  mace  fell  from  before  wrench- 
Bhima  twisted  Duhshasana’s  arm  at  the  ®  °  la  sinful  arm 

mg  it  off.  “This  very  instant  I  will  fling  m'°  his  eyes,  and 

•hat  dared  to  touch  Draupadi’s  pure  body.  awift  jerk, 

screaming,  that  hugely-powerful  mace-hero,  a  Kirata 

aprooted  Duhshasana’s  arm  from  the  shou  ^  .jaajd,  he  looked 
nbal  wrenching  out  a  creeper  from  the  soi  •  j^d  wicked  aim, 
“P  skywards  and,  whirling  that  ''ar'oa®ll''°^  ,  hurled  at  a  warrior, 
uried  it  in  the  far  distance  like  a  mace 
All  the  soldiers  on  the  field  horripilated. 
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But  that  was  not  enough  to  satisfy  the  rage  of  Bhima  who  was 
not  in  control  of  himself  He  picked  up  the  mace  that  had  slipped 
from  Duhshasana’s  hand  Lifting  it  high,  he  brought  it  down  in  a 
devastating  blow  at  agonising  Duhshasana’s  chest  The  chest  was 
pulped  like  an  ant-heap  crushed  under  a  musth  elephant’s  foot 
Fountains  of  blood  spirted,  tears  gushed  forth  Horripilatmg  cries 
broke  out  all  over 

Flinging  aside  the  mace,  Bhima  knelt  on  the  ground  “Come,  try 
and  stop  this  king  of  the  forest  from  drinking  the  blood  of  this  wild 
beast  ’’  He  shouted  this  to  the  Kaurava  warriors  assembled  near 
and  far  Duryodhana,  Shakuni,  Knpa,  Ashvatthaman,  and  Kama 
His  red  eyes  emitted  sparks  of  anger  even  mote  than  theirs 
Like  a  thirsty  hon  thrusting  his  muzzle  m  a  stream  near  a  ghat, 
Bhima  thrust  his  round  lion  like  face  in  the  flowing  blood  in 
Duhshasana’s  chest  and,  shaking  Duhshasana’s  massive  body  back 
and  forth,  he  gulped  warm  mouthfuls  of  blood  as  if  he  was  drink¬ 
ing  maireyaka  wine  from  a  barrel  Everyone’s  hackles  rose 
They  covered  their  eyes  with  their  hands  Many  fainted  My 
hands,  which  held  the  Nandighosha  chariot  reins,  remained 
steady 

The  intoxication  of  Duhshasana’s  blood  went  to  Bhima’s  head 
even  more  powerfully  than  maireyaka  wine  Flailing  his  blood 
drenched  arms  he  ran  from  the  battlefield  to  the  tents,  shouting 
Draupadd  Draupadd  ’  Early  in  the  morning  he  had  arranged  to 
bring  Draupadi  to  his  tent  He  was  ready  to  fulfil  his  gruesome 
vow  of  smearing  the  black  tresses  of  Draupadi  with  Duhshasana’s 
blood  He  was  going  to  dress  her  thick,  long  black  hair,  which 
since  the  -Incident  of  the  disrobing  she  had  kept  untied,  he  was 
ready  now,  after  so  many  years,  to  personally  comb  her  hair  With 
wrathful  Bhima’s  departure  from  the  battlefield,  the  soldiers  stand¬ 
ing  nearby  heaved  a  sigh  of  relief 

11 


Impossible  now  to  predict  what  could  happen— and  how— on 
the  field  of  battle  Impossible  to  tell  when  the  instinctive  emotions 
of  fear,  cruelty  and  bravery  would  explode  The  yc/na-pit  of  war 
was  now  transformed  Into  an  all  consuming  holocaust 
Bhima,  Kama,  Arjuna— these  three  alone  had  despatched  lakhs 
of  warriors  to  the  realm  of  Yama  Even  a  glimpse  of  any  of  these 
three  sent  soldiers  scurrying  away  in  confusion 
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Every  minute  saw  the  squelchy  filthy  mess  of  blood  and  flesh 
slipping  under  the  feet  of  horses,  elephants  and  chariot-wheels, 
and  sliding  in  the  low-lying  region  of  the  south,  where  a  coagulated 
bog  had  already  formed.  No  charioteer,  however  expert,  was 
willing  to  drive  in  that  direction. 

On  the  right,  the  battle  between  Nakula  and  Kama’s  son  Vrisha- 
sena  had  reached  its  peak,  with  neither  warrior  acknowledging 
defeat 

After  adorning  Draupadi’s  hair.  Bhima  returned  to  battle  with 

^  As^on  as  they  saw  each  other,  they  clashed  like  ‘wo 
elephants  competing  for  a  she-elephant  on  S  atas  * 

were  incomparably  skilled,  expert  in  war,  feariess  and  ‘o^ome^ 
Kama’s  golden  skin  shone  like  sunrays.  Bh.ma  s  b  ood^ed 
comnlexion  elowed  like  a  blossoming  flame-of-the-forest.  lb  y 
^  ^  ^  h  nthfr  like  two  mighty  rivers  colliding  from  oppo- 

pounced  on  each  other  like  wo  mign  y^  of 

site  directions.  Bhima  s  mind  boi  g  ^ 

son.  ^  attacked  each  other. 

Like  meteors  colliding  mi  ^  used  whatever 

Spears,  iavelins,  string  Ly  exposed  fatal 

they  could  lay  hands  o"-  of  shooting  life-consuming 

spot.  Kama  had  many  ,5,,  refrained  from  aiming  at  any 

arrows  at  Bhima.  But  he  deliberately  re  ^ 

place  other  than  Bhima  smuscubr  »  ^ovivmg 

funded  severely,  '“l^S^gUollow  reeds  by  their 

herbal  drugs  placed  in  their  n  ^a^ng  as  if  from  sleep  and 

charioteers,  they  sprang  up  hk  ^  courage  to  enter 

recommenced  their  ,0,  these  two  mighty  warnom 

their  orbit  of  battle.  For  an  ho  would  admi 

fought  tirelessly  like  ‘w®  "^/emitting  from  their  clashing  steel 
defeat.  The  sparks  n®''"®'  ft  seemed,  would  "s™'; 

weapons.  The  sharp,  ^  „ced  his  chariot 

In  the  meantime  Ashvatthaman  i,  capped  like  a 

Karna  “Raja  of  Anga,  your  aon  Run!  Help  him! 

,  helpl.  sealcow  in  the  u-ow-^^ug  Is  headgear  was 

Without  once  dasied  to  Vrishasenas  rescue.  A 

flapping  in  the  wind,  Kama 
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dozen  or  so  of  Duryodhana’s  brothers  who  had  survived  pushed 
ahead  and  engaged  Bhima,  allowing  Kama  to  proceed  on  his 
mission. 

Somehow  or  other,  Shalya  succeeded  in  manoeuvring  the 
chariot  through  the  blood-filled  bog  in  the  southern  region  and 
brought  it  near  the  Pandavas  who  had  surrounded  Vrishasena,  in 
the  extreme  southern  tip. 

The  battlefield  was  now  divided  into  two  clear  areas— the  north 


with  Bhima,  Satyaki,  Dhrishtadyumna,  Sahadeva,  Yudhishthira 
and  their  Kaurava  opponents,  the  brothers  of  Duryodhana,  Kripa, 
the  Raja  of  Sindhu;  and  the  south  with  Vrishasena,  Ashvat- 
thaman,  Shakuni,  Duryodhana  and,  surrounding  them  with  Vrisha¬ 


sena  as  target,  Arjuna,  Nakula,  Uttamaujas  and  others.  In  the 
second  part,  from  the  foot  of  the  Amina  hill  to  the  ring  around 
Vrishasena,  was  the  bog  of  flesh  and  blood,  where  nothing  moved. 

Eager  to  rescue  his  son  from  Arjuna’s  arrow-net,  Kama  with 
great  difficulty  reached  the  ring  around  his  son.  By  this  time, 
Arjuna  who  had  challenged  Shakuni,  Ashvatthaman  and  Duryo¬ 
dhana,  approached  Kama  and  said:  “Son  of  a  charioteer,  I  will  kill 
your  son  Vnshasena  in  front  of  ail  of  you  today.  Just  as  you  killed 
1,*°  j  ®  moon-shaped  arrow  which 

stirni  rf  H  Vrishasena  who  looked  like  a  proud  antelope 

shrouded  in  the  earlier  arrow-swarm. 

Vn?hasent  toppleT 

th^^  “  P®'''  Vumpets  behind  us.  Realising 

wa^o.^hee,m  .''Tu ’V”  frightened  Kaurava 

wamors  became  totally  demoralised 

lowemd®brh’’‘'H'"cJf '  'he  first  time  in  his  life 

comse  n  his  chariot  near  Vrishasena’s 

ofWs  “"'f  "hghted.  Like  a  lion  shorn 

tears  streamin  f  "  h'  ***  unable  to  prevent  warm 

^e  ha^Tf  « a  1“'  Vrishasena’s  head. 

d^LmS  lihe  11°  I"  “T  ‘h=  Sun,  the  hands  that 

Wted  the  V-  I  K-fE  "’""riicants,  the  hands  that 

h-  h  ^  '  bow  high  today  cradled  the  severed  lotus-head  of 
his  be^ved  son,  the  focus  of  all  his  life’s  hopes  and  longings. 

Instf  ''"^hasena’s  trunk,  the  son  of  Surya 

lost  faith  in  love  which  was  nounshed  so  long  by  life’s  hopes  and 
expectations.  He  stood  up,  totally  renouncing,  as  it  were,  all  the 
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deceitful  affections  of  the  world,  all  the  high  and  low  caste  divi¬ 
sions,  and  all  ego-ndden  ambitions 
Sobbing,  he  did  pradakshma  round  his  son’s  corpse  His  body 
was  now  a  mass  of  fire  No  ties  of  any  kind  could  now  awaken 
tenderness  in  him  Neither  fame  nor  affection  could  now  influence 
him  He  had  only  one  kinship  now — with  the  limitless,  endless, 
infinite  blue  sky,  and  with  the  blazing  brightly  Sun 
He  bent  low  once  more  and  smelt  the  crown  of  Vnshasena’s 
head  He  rose,  and  let  out  a  sky-rending  roar  “Atta-a-a-c-k'” 

12 


Fleeing  from  the  onslaught  of  Arjuna,  the  Kaurava  warriors 
suddenly  stopped  where  they  were,  as  stiff  as  nails  They  stopped, 
with  the  intention  of  attacking  the  Pandavas  with  renewed 
enthusiasm 

Regrouping  the  survivors  of  the  Kaurava  army,  Kama  advanced 
towards  our  Nandighosha  chariot  like  an  ocean  wind  The  third 
part  of  the  day  had  begun  I  halted  the  Nandighosha  at  a  strategic 
spot  where  Shalya  would  not  be  able  to  manoeuvre  his  chario 
without  driving  through  the  southern  blood  '’“S 

Shalva  circled  the  fringe  of  the  bog  to  determine  |f  there  was  a 

Ltubutatch  of  dry  ground  a-ywhere  in  that  swa^y  ^ 
Finallv  he  said  in  desperation  to  Kama  ‘  Son  of  Radha,  today  is 

nrthe  rjhrtime  to  ba^tde  with  Anuna  1  sense  danger  in  trying  to 

drive  through  this  bog  ”  Without  a  word,  he  pointed 

Kama  laughed,  and  kept  laughing  Wnhou  a  w  .  P 

a  finger  as  an  order  to  drive  through  the  centre 

Our  chariot  now  faced  theirs  .  layer  of  grease 

Descending  from  the  ‘^•'ariot  ®  chasing  his 

on  Its  wheels  Supposing  we  orevent  us  getting  stuck  in 

chariot^  At  least  the  thick  grease  f  climbed  back 

the  coagulated  blood  ^  wooden  grease  box  Replacing 

into  the  Nandighosha  „hip 

the  box  m  the  hemp  nei,  ‘  P  ,ook  the  snapped  and 

The  excited  warriors  ol  showered  the  petals  with 

crushed  garlands  from  ^  commanders  One  threw  a  sun- 

victory  shouts  on  their  resp  i^gj-na  I  removed  my 

flower  garland  accurately  aroun 
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dozen  or  so  of  Duryodhana’s  brothers  who  had  survived  pushed 
ahead  and  engaged  Bhima,  allowing  Kama  to  proceed  on  his 
mission. 

Somehow  or  other,  Shalya  succeeded  in  manoeuvring  the 
chariot  through  the  blood-filled  bog  in  the  southern  region  and 
brought  it  near  the  Pandavas  who  had  surrounded  Vrishasena,  in 
the  extreme  southern  tip. 

The  battleheld  was  now  divided  into  two  clear  areas — the  north 


with  Bhima,  Satyaki,  Dhrishtadyumna,  Sahadeva,  Yudhishthira 
and  their  Kaurava  opponents,  the  brothers  of  Duryodhana,  Kripa, 
the  Raja  of  Sindhu;  and  the  south  with  Vrishasena,  Ashvat- 
thaman,  Shakuni,  Duryodhana  and,  surrounding  them  with  Vrisha¬ 
sena  as  target,  Arjuna,  Nakula,  Uttamaujas  and  others.  In  the 
second  part,  from  the  foot  of  the  Amina  hill  to  the  ring  around 
Vrishasena,  was  the  bog  of  flesh  and  blood,  where  nothing  moved. 

Eager  to  rescue  his  son  from  Arjuna’s  arrow-net,  Kama  with 
great  difficulty  reached  the  ring  around  his  son.  By  this  time, 
Arjuna  who  had  challenged  Shakuni,  Ashvatthaman  and  Duryo¬ 
dhana,  approached  Kama  and  said;  “Son  of  a  charioteer,  I  will  kill 
your  son  Vnshasena  in  front  of  all  of  you  today.  Just  as  you  killed 
He  shot  a  moon-shaped  arrow  which 

shroude^rn'^ef 

vn“:  tw  of 

thU'u  *  P®®'  of  *f“'"pe's  behind  us.  Realising 

wa^orXr  .'"rn 'V”  f““  ‘he  Wghtened  Kaurava 

wamors  became  totally  demoralised 

Seeing  Vrishasena  fall.  Kama  for  the  first  time  in  his  life 
Z'sf  Kama  n  •  “is  chariot  near  VnshaLa's 

is  ®  f  "  f’O"  “"‘f  “hghted.  Like  a  lion  shorn 

°ea^  stmamin  7"  I  ““  ‘■"“hie  to  prevent  warm 

f  i"'  He  lifted  Vrishasena’s  head, 

lihe  II  "O^^hip  to  the  Sun,  the  hands  that 

Hfted  the  V-  7  l“PE  “7'*  ■"“"‘beams,  the  hands  that 

h  he  nte7'  severed  lotus-head  of 

Aste  «  h"H  h  °  '  “fo’®  '■"pes  and  longings. 

As  he  attached  th^e  head  to  Vnshasena’s  tmnk,  the  son  of  Surya 

lost  faith  in  love  which  was  nounshed  so  long  by  life’s  hopes  and 
expectations.  He  stood  up,  totally  renouncing,  as  it  were,  all  the 
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Peace  for  only  an  instant — and  the  next  moment  they  roared 
with  ear-splittmg  ferocity  and  loosed  terrifying  showers  of  arrows 
at  each  other  Their  arrows  shot  through  the  sky  and  it  seemed  to 
the  warriors  of  both  armies  that  the  sky  with  all  its  constellations  of 
stars  was  disintegrating  above  their  heads  Even  I  had  not  wit¬ 
nessed  in  the  last  sixteen  days  such  a  heart-shattering  arrow- 
shower  The  duel  between  these  two  warriors  was  infinitely  more 
cataclysmic  than  the  clashes  of  Bhishma,  Drona,  and  Abhimanyu 
All  were  stunned  with  wonder 

Their  arrows  were  as  countless  as  swarms  of  insects  Like  multi¬ 
coloured  horses  galloping  freely  out  of  stables  as  soon  as  the  gates 
are  opened,  the  arrows  shot  out  of  the  bow-stnngs  instan¬ 
taneously,  it  seemed  Countless  warriors  fell  victim  to  the  sharp 
arrows  Both  armies  began  diminishing,  like  melting  Himalayan 
snows  in  summer 

Like  lakhs  of  pure-white  swans  swooping  into  the  sky  when  a 
snow  peak  cracks  and  falls  into  Lake  Manasarovara,  their  pure- 
white  jihma  shafts  sped  swiftly  from  their  massive  bows  Twisting, 
screeching,  zig-zagging,  they  collided  with  each  other,  and  the  sky 
was  radiantly  illuminated  with  the  star-bnght  sparks  that  were 


Hundreds  and  thousands  of  kapisha-arTOV/s  shot  in  the  sky 
ramed  like  the  Mr.ga  constellation  on  their  enemies  Shooting 

white,  hghtning-hke,  zig-zagging  diem 

armv  leaders  they  started  decimating  the  armies  The  soldiers 

s  k. . !.» .r.r;rr,f 

swirling  away  at  the  'f.'-^^ercrw'm  ^ 

“ 'jrafinTamrennr:  sky  was  shrouded,  and  Kurukshetra 


‘'t:rder  to  incapacitate  Ka-’s  cji— 
my  head,  swarms  of  dnver  With  a  flick  of  the 

But  but  Shalya  was  a  r  as 

reins,  he  was  making  t  .j,  35 , he  base  of  the  chariot  s  flag- 

suddenly  making  them  le  P  heavy  weapons-Ioaded  chanot 

pole  And  at  times  he  turneu 

driven  by  the  five  against  the  steel  casing  of  the 

missed  their  target  an  ’  shower  of  angry  sparks  m  the  bog 

rear  of  the  chariot,  sizzled  mhshowe 
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blue  lotus  garland  from  my  neck  and  from  where  I  stood  I  placed  it 
round  Arjuna’s  blue  neck  Today  was  my  testing  time  as  well  Yes, 
the  acid  test 

The  acid  test  was  Should  I  see  to  it  that  the  first  son  of  Kunti — 
the  most  idealistic  of  idealistic  persons — was  kept  alive,  or  should  I 
be  more  practical  and  save  the  lives  of  the  five  Pandava  brothers'^  I 
was  on  the  side  of  being  practical,  because  if  Arjuna  fell  all  the 
other  four  brothers  would  certainly  fall  too 
When  I  pummelled  my  maternal  uncle  Kansa  to  death,  my  arms 
did  not  tremble  or  waver  My  heart  didn’t  palpitate  when  I  meted 
out  punishment  to  Dantavakra,  Viduratha,  Shrigala,  Shalva  and 
Paundraka  My  eyes  did  not  get  moist  when  I  released  my 
Sudarshana  chakra  at  my  cousin  Shishupala  But  today  today  I 
could  feel  clearly  the  reins  of  the  Nandighosha  quivering,  as  it 
were,  in  my  grip  Because  because  I  knew  that  though,  as  a 
result  of  his  cruel  humiliation,  that  hero  of  chanties  at  times  had 
bitterly  antagonised  Bhishma,  Arjuna,  Bhima  and  even  Draupadi, 
still  for  me  he  had  a  deep,  unshakeable  bhakti,  which  I  had 
experienced  at  the  lime  of  our  meeting  when  uncontrollable  tears 
from  his  eyes  dropped  on  the  runnel  of  my  blue-skinned  back  I 
knew  fully  well  the  silent  relationship  between  him  and  the 
mother-like  Rajmata  Kunti  Devi  There  were  only  four  people  in 
my  life  for  whom  I  had  silent  bhakti  brimful  of  love  and  sacnfice 
my  mother  Devaki,  the  Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi,  Kama,  and 
Radha  of  Gokula 

To  still  the  whirlpool  of  my  thoughts,  I  blew  very  loudly  into  my 
conch  the  Panchajanya 

Slapping  their  strong  sandal  paste  smeared  arms,  nostnis  flar¬ 
ing,  Kama  and  Arjuna  sounded  their  conches  The  nearby  hill 
trembled  at  the  noise  of  the  war  trumpets  of  both  armies  They 
^ed  each  other  like  two  high,  white  peaks  of  the  Himalayas 
Their  piercing  pupils  focused  on  each  other’s  arms,  trying  to 
anticipate  from  the  slightest  movement  of  the  opponent’s  hand 
^sh1ch  arro>A  he  would  be  nocking  The  commingled  noise  of 
Narioiis  Nsar  instruments— tabors,  trumpets,  long  drums,  kettle¬ 
drums  and  tomtoms— rent  the  sky  Kama  closed  his  eyes  for  an 
instant  and  chanted  a  shloka  to  the  Sun  Arjuna  closed  his  eyes 
also  and  murmured  a  shloka  in  my  worship  Placing  the  conches  in 
their  wooden  holds,  they  readied  themselves  for  weapons-combat 
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Shooting  a  volley  of  arrows  like  a  waterfall  of  Gangotri,  Arjuna 
trapped  Kama’s  charioteer  Shalya  into  immobility,  like  a  hawk  in 
a  cage  That  expert  charioteer  was  unable  now  to  move  in  any 
direction  The  Jaitra-chariot  was  right  in  front  now — and  rooted  to 
the  ground 

Kama’s  special  arrows  whizzed  past  my  coronet  like  flocks  of 
dhanachari-hwd^  He  was  careful  not  to  aim  even  by  mistake  a 
single  arrow  at  me  throughout  the  entire  course  of  the  horrendous 


uaiiic 

Harassed  Arjuna  adjusted  his  head-vesture  and  began  intoning 
the  prelude  mantra  to  the  shooting  of  the  Agni-missile  Invigoij 
ated,  Arjuna  stood  erect,  like  a  straight-blossoming  anjani-tree  A 
mysterious  celestial  radiance  seemed  to  flow  from  his  counten 
ance  Like  thousands  of  bright-red-tufted  karandava  birds  sweep¬ 
ing  down  on  the  waters  of  the  Dnshadvati  nver,  Arjuna  s  ire 
arrows  swooshed  out  of  his  Gandiva  bow  past  my  head,  spitting 
flame  as  they  sought  their  target  TTie  Kaurava  so  diets  fled, 
feanng  that  the  entire  cosmos  had  become  a 
mg  yama-vd  Many  fainted,  struck  by  the  weird  fear  that  the  sun 
haVmelted  and  fallen  on  their  bodies  Arjuna's  arrows  rained 


■"to  ^r^^rate  Arjuna’s  fire-arrows  Kama  knelt  and.  closing  h.s 
eyes,  intoned  the  mantras  asswia  ^  tnckled 

arrows  All  the  water  Jy^^ervanf  now  rushed  to  his  aid 

from  his  '  j'^Mged  lith  doom-dancing  lightning 

in  the  form  of  dark  ®  jeather-feathers  as  large  as 

He  selected  deadly  arrows  bac  clusters  that  they 

elephant’s  ears,  and  shot  e  !„  □  second  masses 

blocked  the  free  flow  of  wind  Ariuna’s  flaming  wrath,  the 

of  black  clouds  nnged  the  extinguished,  together 

source  of  his  shooting  his  ine  greit  hero  of 

with  the  arrows,  by  .  .  ,  i,alf-dead  wounded  soldiers 

chanties,  Kama,  brought  life  tracK 

with  his  gift  of  ram  as  a  result  of  the 

But  but  he  was  unaware  of  th  varuna-m.ssiles,  the  bog 
downpour  brought  ’  ^sen  more  swamp) 

around  his  chariot  was  b)  Kama’s  Vamm-m.ssiles, 

To  disperse  the  j,,.  Wind  missiles  W’hisihng  as 

Arjuna  resorted  to  a  ski  f  *  Wind  missiles  pierced  and 

they  sped  swiftly  to  their  targets. 
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All  around  the  chariot  the  messy  blood-and-gnstle  became  even 
more  squelchy  and  unmanoeuvrable  To  inspire  and  encourage 
their  commanders,  the  nearby  soldiers,  taking  their  names,  voiced 
continuous  victory-cnes  The  victory-shouts  were  becoming  more 
and  more  sky-rending  For  an  hour  the  furious  antagonists  hurled 
arrow-torrents  at  each  other  The  steel  mail  on  their  bodies  flat¬ 
tened  the  sharp  points  of  arrows  But  warm  blood  flowed  in  a 
steady  stream  from  their  wounded  arms  They  hadn’t  even  the 
time  to  staunch  their  loss  of  blood  The  blood  of  these  two  was 


sweetly  familial,  but  Kama  was  too  agitated  now  even  to  be  aware 
of  the  relationship 

Seeing  hundreds  of  Matsya,  Panchala,  Saindhava  and  Gandhara 
warriors  drop  like  ripe  fruit  of  the  audumbara-tree^  the  soldiers  of 
both  armies  held  back  their  weapons  They  left  the  entire  battle¬ 
field  to  the  two  opponents,  and  stood  still  as  mute  spectators, 
witnessing  the  doom-duel  with  wide-open  eyes 
The  two  heroes  now  prepared  to  attack  each  other  with  their 
life  precious,  divinely  acquired  weapons  Even  if  the  Queen 
Mother  Kunti  Devi,  who  had  given  them  birth,  had  turned  up  at 
the  scene  of  battle  now,  she  could  not  have  surmised  that  they 
were  blood  brothers  The  two  opponents  were  now  as  opposite  as 
the  two  poles  of  the  earth  Each  saw  only  one  goal  in  front  of 
him  the  lifeless  form  of  his  opponent  Each  thirsted  for  that  end 
only  Each  was  oblivious  of  himself,  totally  so 

rom  a  golden  quiver  Kama  drew  out  a  celestial  snake-mouthed 
arrow  the  tip  of  which  had  been  dipped  in  sandal-powder,  un- 
known  to  Kama,  this  arrow  had  been  charged  with  shakti  by  a 
Naga  serpent  Aiming  straight  at  Arjuna's  neck,  he  intoned  a 
ZulZ  0?“^  dreadful  shaft  Arjuna  had  no  inkling  at 

w.nH  1=  ^  speeding  towards  him  with  the  swiftness  of 

Wind,  targeted  at  his  neck 

“H  five  horses  suddenly  swerved, 

neck  sped  over  the  lowered  chanot  and,  clanging  against  Ar  una’s 

fh!  n  M  ™llad  away  noisily  on 

the  battlefield  The  helmet  under  the  coronet  turned  askew  and 
fell  inside  the  chanot  Arjuna  breathed  a  sigh  of  relief  His  dark- 
blue  curly  hair  floated  free  1  glanced  at  him  and  laughed 
Untying  his  pure-w^te  silk  waist-band,  Arjuna  wrapped  it 
around  his  forehead  The  summons  of  Fate  was  now  becoming 
more  and  more  urgent 
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Shalya  bit  his  lips  when  he  saw  the  back  of  our  chanot  facing 
him,  and  attempted  to  manoeuvre,  but  he  was  immobilised  in  a 
cage  of  arrows  Nonetheless,  he  kept  urging  the  horses  by  flicking 
his  reins  on  their  backs  The  horses  dug  in  their  hooves  and  tried  to 
turn  the  chanot  with  all  their  strength,  but  but  the  chanot  did  not 
move  so  much  as  an  inch  It  was  not  going  to  move  at  all  t*®"' 
For  about  half  an  hour  the  chariot  remained  embedded  in  the 
slush  The  bloody  slush  around  its  wheels  thickened  m  threat  of 
the  sun,  and  the  earth  seemed  to  gnp  the  chanot  hard  Th® 
did  not  want  to  witness  any  further  humiliation  of  his  son  Uta  ne 
intend  to  take  him  away  to  his  Eternal  Resting  Place  , 
Fatigued  Shalya  advised  Kama  to  throw  away  a  e 
weapons  m  the  chanot-all  except  the  arrows  and  q“>v«s-and 
Started  flinging  them  out  himself  Foaming  at  t  ^  ’ 

chariot  steeds  stmggled  to  find  hoof-^lds  m  t  ®  ®  'PP  g^anot 
the  vehicle  did  not  move  even  a  ,ot  p,e  left 
was  inextncably  stuck,  like  a  lost  bull  bogged  in  a  marsh 

T"ed  the  Nandighosha  in  c-rcular  —  around 
Kama’s  chanot,  even  as  he  continue  s 
“Raja  of  Anga,  the  ^^anot  is  not  movi 

wheel  IS  totally  I  wUl  pull  out  the  chanot-wheel 

“Do  not  worry,  king  of  Madra  swift-and-contin- 

Holdmg  steady  the  quiver  on  alighted  from  his 

uous  shooting  Vijaya  Bow  m  h.s  hand.^n 

chariot — descending  like  the  sun  descending  from  the 

A  whirl  of  thoughts  filled  my  mind  He 

chanot  d  »  of  Anaa,  Commander-in-Chief, 

Son  of  a  chanoteer,  R/J®  invincible  bowman 

world-conqueror,  hero  o  c  •  p  java’ 

Karna-^r  thesonofKunt.  ,*^ke  of  the  left  wheel. 

He  thmst  his  right  *’a"‘l  ,^anot  free  TTie  npphng 

gathered  his  entire  Ld  Drops  of  sweat  appeamd 

ligaments  on  his  "“““'"jTuUhe  wheel  refused  to  budge  The 
on  his  forehead  He  jer  . 

spoke  snapped  m  his  hand  Arjuna  kept 

arfow^wh  "h  «®d\is"bare  a^^,'  ^uld  go^and  stood 
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disintegrated  the  cloud-masses.  The  sun’s  rays  shone  once  again 
on  Kurukshetra.  Arjuna’s  Wind-missiles  flew  away  with  the  flags 
and  pennants  of  the  war-chariots  as  if  they  were  playthings. 
Ecstatic,  Arjuna  raised  his  victory-cry  and,  intoning  the  mantra 
associated  with  the  Lightning-missile,  he  hurled  the  weapon  which 
sped  towards  Kama  with  countless  sharp  arrows.  Noticing  the 
various  strange  multi-shaped  weapons  rushing  towards  him, 
Kama,  completely  unfazed,  countered  With  the  Bhargava-weapon 
which  he  had  obtained  on  Mahendra  hill.  The  celestial,  all- 
destroying  weapons  of  both  the  missiles  collided  noisily,  Scattering 
on  the  ground  in  a  shower  of  sparks. 

Arjuna  fired  the  all-consuming  Brahma-missile.  Kama  blocked 
it  with  great  skill;  not  only  that,  he  succeeded  in  shredding  with  his 
infallible  arrows  the  flag  on  our  Nandighosha  chariot.  He  was 
aiming  his  arrows  at  our  wheels.  They  pierced  our  chariot.  Both 
warriors  used  all  manner  of  weapons  at  each  other — the  bow,  the 
noose,  the  javelin,  the  bhindipalay  the  chakfa,  the  three-pronged 
lance.  Neither  seemed  to  tire.  The  battle  was  inconclusive.  The 
third  part  of  the  day  ended  and  the  sun  began  its  decline  in  the 
west. 

Even  more  fearful  than  the  dUelS  between  Indra  and  Bali, 
Nahusha  and  Indra,  and  Jarasandha  and  fihiilia,  was  the  battle 
between  Arjuna  and  Kama.  A  blood-curdling  spectacle!  A  duel 
gaining  in  intensity  every  moment! 

Over  the  entire  battlefield  spread  a  shroud  of  countless 
arrows  nishitha,  naracha,  jihma,  sanmataparva,  kanka-punkhOy 
bastika,  rukmapunkhay  and  kshura.  Though  Kama  and  Arjuna 
had  no  intention  of  killing  them,  countless  warriors  died  as  a  result 
of  the  celestial  barrage.  Both  armies  could  now  be  numbered  in 
thousands  only  such  was  the  frightful  massacre  done  by  both. 
Neither  retreated.  Neither  tired,  even  for  an  instant.  This  battle  of 
a  single  day  was  even  more  gory  than  the  battles  of  the  past  sixteen 
days. 

Finally,  Kama  hurled  at  Arjuna  the  Atharvan-missile  which  he 
had  obtained  from  Parashurama  on  Mahendra  hill  after  great 
hardship.  To  evade  that  weapon,  I  made  the  horses  turn  swiftly 
full-circle,  as  a  result  of  which  the  Nandighosha  chariot  slipped 
about  twenty  cubits  backwards  and  landed  in  the  bog.  Which  was 
the  reason  I  had  smeared  grease  on  the  chariot-wheels.  The 
Atharvan-missile  missed  its  target. 
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us.  Seeing  Arjuna  preparing  to  aim  at  him,  he  waved  his  left  hand 
furiously  and  shouted,  “Arjuna,  wait!  I  am  unarmed.  I  am  stand¬ 
ing  on  the  ground.  It  is  against  the  dharma  of  a  chariot-warrior  to 
attack  an  unarmed  opponent  on  the  ground.  You  are  a  hero,  a 
Kshatnya.”  He  was  surely  trying  to  concentrate  his  mental  en¬ 
ergies  to  recall  the  mantra  of  the  Brahma-missile  which  he  had 
obtained  on  Mahendra  hill.  But  he  was  unable  to  do  so. 

I  knew  that  he  was  totally  unafraid  of  dying.  He  had  desired 
with  all  his  heart  to  obtain  the  Brahma-missile  and,  after  obtaining 
it,  all  he  looked  forward  to  was  death.  But  even  that  was  now  not 
in  his  fate.  This  was  hardly  fair...  and  in  any  case  it  was  not 
possible. 

His  touching  appeal  put  Arjuna  in  a  dilemma.  Disturbed,  he 
allowed  the  bow  in  his  hands  to  droop.  There  was  no  doubt  of  it, 
he  was  in  two  minds.  His  lips  again  became  dry. 

It  was  futile  now  to  grant  Kama  even  one  more  second  of  life... 
because...  no  one  after  this  would  ever  know  the  facts  of  his  life, 
the  legitimacy  of  his  birth.  Therefore,  in  order  to  make  Arjuna’s 
mind  firm,  I  had  again  to  instil  in  Arjuna  the  importance  of 
practical  wisdom.  I  had  to  take  the  very  principles  of  the  warrior’s 
dharma  that  Kama  was  stressing  and,  applying  them  to  Kama  by 
reminding  Arjuna  of  past  incidents,  I  had  to  steel  Arjuna’s  mind.  I 
■had  to  transform  vacillating  and  perplexed  Arjuna  into  a  mountain 
as  firm  as  Sumeru.  A  veritable  Yamuna  of  language  began  Hawing 
from  my  lips  like  a  fierce  resistless  flood. 

“Dharma!  What  do  you  know  at  all  of  dharma,  son  of  Radha? 

Son  of  a  charioteer,  what  happened  to  your  sublime  dharma  when, 
in  the  ancient  assembly  hall  of  the  Kauravas,  you  described 
Draupadi  as  a  prostitute?  Where  did  your  dharma  disappear  when 
you  saw  Kunti-devi  leave  barefoot  in  forcst-cxilc  with  her  five 
Pandava  sons?  Why  didn’t  your  dharma  protest  when  you  heard 
that  the  Pandavas  had  been  burnt  to  ashes  in  the  lacquer  house? 
And,  son  of  a  charioteer,  why  didn’t  you  recall  this  same  dharma 
when  the  six  of  you  surrounded  and  butchered  the  sixtccn-year  old 
boy  Abhimanyu?  Take  aim,  Arjuna!”  I  pointed  my  forefinger 
straicht  at  Kama’s  throat.  ...  «•  .- 

Even  then  he  smiled.  He  joined  bolh  palms.  Not  in 
before  anyone;  but  simply  to  offer  me 

understand  this.  His  last  obeisance  on  the  field  of  batllt^fimvinp 
from  his  silent  eyes. 
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With  his  left  hand  he  removed  the  arrows  from  his  quiver  and 
with  one  hand  nocked  them  on  his  Vijaya  bow.  Holding  the 
bowstring  firmly  between  his  clenched  teeth,  he  pulled  it  back  with 
all  his  strength  and  shot  the  arrows  accurately  at  Arjuna.  With  his 
right  hand  he  tried  to  free  the  wheel  with  all  his  might.  Two  or 
three  more  spokes  broke  apart  but  the  wheel  remained  stuck,  not 
moving  an  inch.  With  one  hand  he  fixed  an  arrow  that  rendered 
Arjuna  unconscious.  Seeing  this,  he  placed  his  Vijaya  bow  on  the 
ground  and,  thrusting  both  hands  in  the  slush,  he  tried  with  full 
force  to  puU  out  the  wheel. 

This  was  the  only  time  since  that  morning  that  the  bow  was  not 
in  his  hands.  Just  for  a  brief  moment.  A  momentous  moment.  And 
if  this  moment  passed,  then — then... 

I  placed  a  reed  tube  filled  with  herbal  medicines  near  Arjuna’s 
nose.  In  a  flash  he  revived  and  stood  up. 

Seeing  Kama  unarmed,  Arjuna  also  laid  aside  his  Gandiva  bow, 
since  a  defenceless  opponent  could  not  be  attacked. 

In  the  courtyard  of  my  mind  raced  thoughts,  like  herds  of  cows 
brushing  against  each  otheris  flanks  in  the  pasturage  of  Gokula.  1 
kept  flicking  the  reins  of  the  five  Nandighosha  steeds  incessantly 
on  their  backs.  No  plan  suggested  itself  to  my  mind.  A  momentous 
moment,  otherwise...  that  sky-vast  hero  would  free  the  wheel  and 
attack  us  again. 

I  held  five  reins,  but  only  one  whip.  One— or  five?  Reins  or  the 
whip?  The  whip  or  the  reins?  Five,  or  one?  Ah,  nothing  made 
sense)  And  suddcaly^  a  shining  thought  came  (o  me.  An 
eminently  practical  idea.  Eminently  incontestable. 

Reins  stop  horses,  whips  make  them  gallop.  Instantly  I  thrust 
the  whip  in  my  right  liand  in  its  tiger-skin  case  attached  to  the 
chariot,  and  flicked  the  reins.  Pointing  the  forefinger  of  my  right 
hand  at  volcano-like  Kama  who  was  struggling  to  release  his 
chariot  wheel,  I  said  to  Arjuna,  “Arjuna,  select  an  anjalika  half¬ 
moon  arrow.” 

“But. ..he’s  defenceless.  He’s  standing  on  the  ground,  and  I  am 
inside  a  chariot,”  Arjuna  demurred. 

“This  is  an  order,  Arjuna.”  My  voice  was  sharp  and  harsh.  I 
frowned. 

Obedient  Arjuna  swiftly  pulled  out  an  anjalika  arrow  from  his 
quiver.  He  tested  the  tautness  of  the  bowstring  by  twanging  it 
once.  Hearing  that  faint  twang,  Kama  instantly  turned  to  look  at 
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had  gifted  away.  His  blue  eyes  opened  fully.  Neither  of  the  two 
warriors  spoke  a  word.  The  tears  of  Ashvatthaman  mixed  with 
Karna  s  tears.  I  could  clearly  see  some  of  the  rain-drops  on  the 
banks  of  far-away  Drishadvati  gleaming  like  dew-drops— 
remnants  of  the  rain  that  was  created  by  his  employment  of  the 
Varuna-missile.  Shimmering  drops  of  dew.. .drops  that  would 
dissipate  in  the  earth  the  instant  a  wind  began  blowing. 

Yudhishthira,  Arjuna,  the  three  other  Pandavas,  and  other 
warriors  had  surrounded  him  so  thickly  that  not  even  an  ant  could 
slip  through. 

His  son  Chitrasena  sat  beside  with  tear-filled  eyes.  All  were 
benumbed.  His  eyes,  briefly  opening  and  closing,  surveyed  them 
all,  seeking  perhaps  to  spot  Duryodhana.  He  could  not  see 
Duryodhana  anywhere  near. 

The  moment  he  noticed  me,  even  in  that  terrible  state,  a  faint 
smile  appeared  on  his  face.  With  an  intense  effort,  he  opened  his 
eyes  fully.  Slowly  taking  his  heavy-feeling  hands  to  his  head,  he 
removed  the  crown  and  shakily  placed  it  at  my  feet. 

I  had  myself  made  Ashvatthaman  place  that  crown  on  Kama’s 
head  when  I  had  seen  him  sitting  crownless  in  the  pavilion  of  the 
Rajasuya  Yajna.  And  now  he,  in  the  same  silent  way,  had  offered 
the  crown  at  my  feet — with  boundless  bhakti. 

I  stooped  and  picked  up  the  crown  at  my  feet.  My  eyes  brimmed 
with  tears  for  the  first  time.  Now  he  had  no  rights  to  that  crown. 
With  my  yellow  garment,  I  dusted  the  crown.  Seeing  this,  the 
Pandavas  and  all  the  other  warriors  were  wonder-struck.  What  did 


they  know?  How  could  they  ever  know? 

Peace  descended  on  all  quarters.  Holding  back  his  tears,  itra 
sena  poured  holy  water  from  the  sacred  rivers  in 
Holding  his  breath,  he  swallowed  the  water  through 
throat  in  terrible  pain.  Standing  deathly  still,  ' 

The  devotee  who  offered  arghya  in  the  waters  of  the  Ganga  was 
now  himself  drinking  the  holy  water  of  the  Ganga. 


u  „r  .-hnriiies  left  in  this  world  today?"  It 
"Arre,  is  there  any  hero  of  stillness  of  the  area, 

was  a  shaky,  elderly  voice.  Pt'^tcng  tte  tma 
All  turned  their  faces  in  extreme  surpnse. 
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The  an]alika  shaft  sped  out  of  Arjuna’s  twanging  bow  and, 
slicing  through  the  coat  of  mail  that  covered  Kama’s  neck, 
embedded  itself  with  a  swish  near  his  throat,  half-piercing  it  That 
mighty  chariot-hero  slumped  m  the  slush  beside  the  wheel  The 
Vijaya  Bow  fell  at  a  far  distance  In  the  confusion  of  pulling  out 
the  stuck  wheel,  his  shawl  had  been  splattered  with  filth  The 
shredded  rope  of  the  left  wheel  snapped  as  he  tugged  at  it  in 
pathetic  agony  The  chanot-whee!  broke  off  from  the  hub  “Kama 
IS  wounded'  Kama  has  fallen'”  As  soon  as  the  news  reached  their 
ears,  the  soldiers  of  both  armies  laid  down  their  weapons  The 
news  was  unbelievable  Each  soldier  asked  his  fellow-soldier, 
“What’s  happened'^  What  is  going  on*^” 

Only  I  knew  what  anguish  I  passed  through  when  I  addressed 
him  at  the  end  as  “Son  of  a  charioteer”,  in  order  to  implement  a 
very  difficult  decision  I  dropped  the  reins  All  the  walls  of  princi¬ 
ples  created  for  the  orderly  functioning  of  society  crashed 
Blindly,  I  jumped  off  my  chariot  and  ran  towards  his  mangled 
body,  hands  uplifted,  shouting,  “Son  of  Radha'”  Ashwatthaman, 
who  loved  him  more  than  life  itself,  was  already  beside  him 
Hearing  the  news  of  his  fall,  Duryodhana  fainted  He  ordered  the 
cessation  of  the  battle,  and  fell  down  in  his  chariot,  like  a  cmm* 
bling  embankment 

Ashvatthaman  and  five  massive-bodied  warriors  took  the 
wounded  body  of  their  commander  and  placed  it  on  dry  ground 
near  a  tent  Blood  gushed  from  his  neck  and  daubed  his  armour 
His  half-closed  blue  eyes  stared  fixedly  at  the  blue  sky  The 
instant  Ashvatthaman  brought  his  face  near,  Kama,  with  great 
effort,  opened  his  eyes  “Son  of  my  guru  ”  Gazing  at  the 
head  band  of  Ashvatthaman,  he  spoke  haltingly  His  lips 
fluttered 

The  fact  that  Ashvatthaman,  forgetting  everything,  had  rushed 
to  his  side,  made  Kama  so  happy  that  no  words  came  to  his  lips 
Ashvatthaman  read  his  mind  Quickly  untying  the  knot  of  the 
head-band  under  his  chin,  he  flung  the  cloth  on  the  dusty  ground 
On  his  head  was  a  red  flesh-gem  he  was  bom  with — similar  to 
Kama’s  flesh-ear-rings  With  the  exception  of  these  two,  none 
other  possessed  such  divine  birth-gifts# 

Suddenly  lifting  the  nghl  hand  of  the  dying  hero,  Ashvatthaman 
tearfully  placed  it  on  his  flesh  gem  As  soon  as  the  celestial  gem 
touched  him,  he  remembered  his  own  flesh-ear-rings,  which  he 
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his  fists  helplessly.  What  could  he  possibly  give  the  old  man?  It  was 
an  insoluble  problem.  The  coat-of-mail  on  his  chest  started 
heaving  rapidly. 

What  should  he  now  do?  His  reputation  as  the  hero  of  charities 
was  in  peril.  Excepting  for  coats-of-mail  and  weapons,  no  warrior 
nearby  possessed  so  much  as  a  cracked  bead.  There  were  golden 
crowns  left,  but  they  were  on  the  heads  of  the  Pandavas. 

His  feet  and  hands  suddenly  stopped  flailing.  Something  struck 
him,  and  he  opened  his  half-closed  eyes.  They  blazed  with  an 
unbelievable  radiance. 

“C-h-i-t-r-a-s-e-n-a!  S-t-o-n-e!”  He  ordered  Chitrasena,  who 
rose  and  brought  a  stone  from  far.  Seeing  Chitrasena  in  front  of 
him,  his  blue  eyes  gleamed  with  an  indescribable,  ineffable  dazzle. 

Concentrating  all  his  shakti,  he  spoke  rapidly,  “Chitrasena... 
that  stone...  break  my  gold  teeth...  give  to...  old  man  ..."  The 
strain  made  him  pause.  The  agony  produced  by  the  arrow  still 
embedded  in  his  throat  made  him  close  his  eyes  tightly. 

Chitrasena  stood  there,  trembling  violently.  He  dearly  loved  his 
father.  Instead  of  offering  flowers  at  the  feet  of  his  dying  father,  he 
was  expected  to  break  his  father’s  teeth  with  a  stone — how  could 
he  possibly  do  that?  A  strapping  young  man  of  twentyfive, 
trembling  incontrollably.  Beads  of  sweat  appeared  on  his 
forehead. 

“Chitrasena!”  Kama’s  tone  was  harsh— like  the  clang  of  an 


arrow  striking  a  steel  coat-of-mail. 

“You  are...  ordered...  by  the  Kaurava...  Commander...  Chilr-s- 
e-n-a!”  His  voice  had  the  ring  of  authority.  No  soldier  could  refuw 
to  obey  his  command.  The  soldiers  standing  near  could  hardly 
believe  their  ears.  .,;|i 

Their  tear-filled  eyes  turned  to  ,,  .  ,^5 

trembling.  The  warrior  who  had  fought  like  a  1  on  all  day  ^ 
field  was  shaking  like  a  rabbit,  rooted  .0  one  s|«.  hkc  “  7" 
of  his  senses.  Drops  of  sweat  dripped  from  his  brow  on  the  stone 

he  held  in  his  hand. 

Chitra-s-c-n  a.  commander  gaics  at  a  dj<- 

He  gazed  angrily  at  his  son— as  a  comma  r, 

obedient  soldier.  „  if  struck  by  lightning.  No  matter 

Chitrasena  sprang  f  chitrasena 

what,  he  'sn*  ah"  'h  „„h  joy.  The  next  moment  he 

approaching.  Kama  s  c>c>  t. 
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An  elderly  Brahmin  had  discovered  his  son’s  corpse  on  the 
battlefield  But  he  was  so  alone  and  poor  that  he  did  not  have 
enough  money  even  to  perform  the  last  samskaras  Waihng 
piteously,  he  had  traversed  the  entire  battlefield,  with  open 
wrinkled  hands,  begging  for  anything  he  could  get  from  any  living 
or  wounded  soldiers  It  seemed  that  all  humaneness  had  been 
consumed  in  the  conflagration  of  war  no  soldier  listened  to  his 
supplications  Noticing  a  crowd,  he  had  come  hopefully  to  where 
we  were  gathered  Because  he  had  no  idea  who  lay  dying,  he  was 
shouting  from  the  edge  of  the  crowd 

"Arre,  is  there  any  hero  of  chanties  left  in  this  world  today‘s 
His  neck  was  trembling  The  staff  in  his  hand  was  shaking  The 
instant  his  feeble,  quavenng  words  reached  the  semi-conscious 
ears  of  Kama,  Kama’s  sensitive  soul  responded  with  deep  feeling 
His  entire  body  throbbed  in  an  extraordinary  manner  He  over¬ 
came  even  the  disability  of  his  wounded  neck  Looking  at  Chitra- 
sena,  he  said  with  amazing  clanty»  ‘*Ch-i  t-ra-a-s-e-n-a— s-u-p*p'l* 
i-c-a  n-t  ” 

Immediately  Chitrasena  stood  up,  rushed  to  the  Brahmin  on  the 
edge  of  the  crowd  and,  holding  his  hand,  guided  him  to  Kama 
The  old  man’s  grey-and-white  hair  was  dishevelled  His  eyes  were 
set  deep  in  his  wrinkled  face  His  neck  wobbled 

“Tell  me,  Brah-m-i-n,  boon  de-s-i-r-e  ”  The  fatally  wounded 
commander’s  lips  quivered  when  K  »aw  the  old  man  with  out¬ 
stretched  hands 

Seeing  the  blood  spurting  from  the  mighty  hero’s  neck,  the 
Brahmin  forgot  his  own  son’s  death,  and  said  humbly,  “Nothing, 
Raja  of  Anga,  nothing  ”  That  old  man  had  been  granted  many 
boons  earlier  by  Kama  What  could  he  possibly  ask  noW  front 
dying,  forlorn  Kama‘S 

It  was  this  moment,  this  very  moment  which  I  could  have  used 
to  disclose  the  identity  of  the  first  Pandava  to  the  other  Pandavas 
standing  around  This  was  the  moment  when  I  could  have  high¬ 
lighted  worldly  values  to  the  Pandavas  and  divine  values  to  Kama 
I  stepped  forward  and  whispered  in  his  ear,  ‘  That  old  man  is  so 
poor  that  he  does  not  have  the  wherewithal  even  to  perform  the 
last  samskaras  of  his  dead  son  That  is  why  he  is  seeking  a  hero  of 
chanties  ’ 

“H  e  r-o  of  c  h  a  r  1 1 1  e-s’”  He  mumbled  maudibly  He  quickly 
closed  his  eyes,  began  thrashing  his  arms  and  legs,  'nd  clenching 
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The  blood  on  his  teeth  was  washed  clean  by  his  tears  The  teeth 
gleamed  brightly  in  the  sun’s  rays  Seeing  this,  his  eyes  glowed 
with  joy  and  contentment 

He  picked  one  flower  from  the  crushed  tuberose  wristlet  and 
placed  It  on  top  of  the  teeth  Lifting  the  gift-offering  to  his  broad 
forehead,  he  smiled  and  raised  his  hand  to  gift  the  teeth  to  the 
supplicant  That  gift  thus  became  perfectly  in  accordance  with 
prescribed  ntual 

Many  in  this  world  have  given  gifts  But  but  only  the  first 
born  Pandava  knew  how  to  give,  while  at  the  very  door  of  death  a 
gift  so  heart  shaking,  so  total  so  incomparable  The  eldest  son  of 
Kunti  The  son  of  Surya 

From  countless  throats  came  the  acclamation  ‘Blessed  Kama' 


Blessed  Kama'” 

Trembling,  the  old  Brahmin  stepped  forward  Now  there  was  no 
choice  but  to  accept  the  gift  With  shaking  hands  he  receive  c 
gift  Grateful  tears  from  his  old  eyes  fell  on  the  two  gold  and 
The  tuberose  Kama  tried  to  bow  his  head  m  order  ° 
to  the  elderly  supplicant  But  the  arrow  in  his  throat 
doing  so  Th^e  o';?  man  could  n°‘ 

His  words  were  charged  with  pain 

Neck  shaking  and  eyes  b""""'"®.  „  where  his  son’s 

carrying  his  unparalleled  gift,  made  his  way 

corpse  lay  .  of  chanties,  though  at 

Seeing  him  leave  the  meaning  of  that  smile’ 

death’s  door,  smiled  faintly  What  was 

Not  all  would  be  able  to  fa'hm"  ■  „„  Bhima’s  shoulder 

The  bow  in  Arjuna’s  incredible  spectacle  of 

started  shaking  Though  ^'“od  to  them  that  Kama  could 
physical  endurance,  it 

not  be  the  son  of  a  chanote^  eldest  brother. 

He  was  the  son  of  Su^a  _^  nware  of  this 

as  excellent  as  the  others  But  t  y  ^,„„„c  For 

His  wandenng  eyes  were 
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closed  his  eyes  tightly,  and  clenched  his  fists,  anticipating  the 
unbearable  agony  that  would  suffuse  his  being  when  the  tooth  was 
broken — an  agony  exceeding  the  agony  in  his  throat  The  skin 
around  his  half-closed  eyes  twitched  He  opened  wide  his  serene 
mouth  which  so  often  chanted  purifying  mantras  to  the 
Sun-God — a  mouth  like  a  fully-blossomed  sunflower  His  teeth,  as 
symmetrically  arranged  as  sunflower  pistils,  shone  Two  of  them 
were  made  of  gold,  and  they  gleamed  a  yellow  sparkle 

Suppressing  the  intense  emotion  which  rose  in  him,  Chitrasena 
lifted  the  stone  Many  closed  their  eyes  Something  that  had  never 
happened  on  any  battlefield  was  being  enacted  on  Kurukshetra 
today 

“Thud*  Thud*”  Two  sounds  were  absorbed  in  the  field  of  Kuru¬ 
kshetra  Flinging  away  the  stone,  and  thinking  My  father  would  be 
upset  by  my  uncontrollable  sobbings  Chitrasena  sped  like  an  arrow 
through  the  ring  of  wamors  into  the  distance,  as  if  drained  of  all 
energy 

The  teeth  of  the  hero  of  chanty  broke  and  fell  in  his  mouth  The 
blood  from  his  gums  splashed  and  mingled  with  the  blood  from  his 
wounded  throat,  and  spilled  drop  by  drop  on  the  earth  Tears 
flowed  from  the  eyes  of  the  assembled  soldiers  With  great  anguish 
he  held  the  broken  teeth  in  his  hand  His  eyes  radiated  a  strange 
glow  A  hollow  began  deepening  in  his  mouth 
Trembling,  he  said  brokenly,  “Brahmin,  this  gift  this  blood- 
smeared  defiled  gift  how  can  I  place  it  in  your  pure 
hands'^”  All  who  stood  there  hornpilated  in  awe  No  one  except  I 
knew  about  his  philosophy  of  life  If  by  any  chance  anyone  got  to 
know,  he  would  not  have  believed  it 
Once  again  he  felt  helpless,  because  he  could  think  of  no  way  to 
remove  the  bloodstains  from  the  teeth  From  his  eyes  flowed  an 
incessant  stream  of  tears  With  tear-filled  eyes  he  gazed  briefly  at 
his  father  who  was  setting  in  the  sky  above  Amina  hill  Fixedly 
Unblinkingly 

The  next  instant,  a  strange,  profound,  subtle  flash  of  insight 
made  him  self-aware  Throughout  his  life,  he  had  dealt  with  every¬ 
thing  with  this  unexplainable  flash  of  insight 

He  held  the  teeth  in  his  hands,  allowing  his  tears  to  wash  them 
He  kept  staring  fixedly  at  the  sun  to  let  the  tears  flow  continuously 
from  his  eyes  Impossible  even  to  imagine  what  fearful  confusion 
must  have  gnpped  his  mind  at  that  time  Even  I  lacked  the  imagina¬ 
tion  to  do  so 
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He  opened  his  drooping  eyes  with  great  effort.  I  could  see  tears 
in  his  eyes.  Tears  of  what?  Of  sorrow?  Of  repentance?  Ah,  of 
thankfulness!  Of  gratitude!  I,  I  myself,  called  him  “Son  of 
Kunti” — so  the  tears  were  perhaps  thankfulness  for  being  so  recog¬ 
nised.  He  also  replied  feebly,  “Lord  of  Dvarika...  my  last  wish... 
is...  is...  that  you...  perform...  my  last  samskaras...  on...  a  plot... 
of  barren  land...  Barren  land!”  His  words  traiied  into  inaudibility. 

“Barren  land!  Meaning?”  I  could  not  follow  what  exactly  he 
meant,  so  I  asked. 

“Yes,  barren...  That  land...  where...  not  even...  a  grass  blade... 
grows...  nor  will  ever  grow...  May  my  sorrows...  never  again  take 
birth...  in  my  form...  in  this  mortal  world...  That  is  why...  I 
want...  my  five  elements...  to  merge...  in  this...  barren  land... 

His  words  were  becoming  almost  inaudible.  I  too  was  astounded 
by  the  strange  last  wish  of  his.  He  was  now  babbling  indistinctly. 
Wondering  if  he  had  still  something  to  say,  I  took  my  ears  c  ose  to 
his  mouth.  I  listened  intently.  With  singleminded  conrerttmtion. 

His  words  were  unclear  and  incoherent.  “Li...  Di.--  ^  a... 


Mata...  na...  na...”  , 

No  one  could  tell  what  he  meant.  Did  It®  ."wniHhe 
“Draupadi”?  Did  he  say  “Kunti-Mata”  or  “Radha-Mata  ?  Did  he 
say  “Shon”  or  “Arjuna”?  It  was  impossible  to  te^  ^ 

Then  even  the  indistinct  mumbling  ceas  . 
which  were  fixed  on  the  sun  stopped  moving.  , .  upj 

ever,  what  he  was  saying,  by  observing  of  ,i,e  gun- 

They  were  the  last  words  of  the  chanting  the 

God.  The  lip  movements  indicated  that  ne 
Gayatri  mantra.  ,  _u/,m  ”  And  then 

“Om  bhurbhuvah  svaha,  tatsavimr  ^  breaths, 

suddenly,  even  the  lip  movements  en  e  .  ^^j_of.mail  stopped 

His  breathing  stopped  “""P  Hazzlina  ray  of  light  shot 

heaving.  A  resplendent,  all-bewilde  g.  swiftly  to 

out  instantaneously  from  the  °  western  horizon  over 

the  red  orb  of  the  sun  moving  y  |.  .  I  absorbed  in 

the  Amina  Hill.  The  dazzling  ray  astounded  all  who 

the  Golden  Womb  of  the  Sun.  The  dazzling  y 

stood  there.  .  j  nnallv  achieved  his  Supreme 

That  mighty  death-conqueror  had  finally 
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The  instant  he  recovered  consciousness,  Duryodhana  ran  out, 
and  sliced  a  path  through  the  gathered  soldiers  even  as  a  crocodile 
slices  through  water  “Anga-Ra-a  a-j-a'”  he  screamed  as  soon  as 
he  saw  Kama  For  the  first  time  in  his  life  tears  welled  up  in  his 
eyes  Eighty  of  his  brothers  had  penshed  on  the  field,  but  he  had 
not  felt  such  grief  even  for  them 
Kama  called  Duryodhana  to  his  side  with  his  eyes  He  was  now 
preparing  to  make  the  ultimate  gift  The  last,  magnificent  gift  The 
gift  of  his  thoughts  and  ideas 

“King  when  I  die  see  that  you  order  an  end  to  the  war  ” 
Seeing  his  lips  quavering,  all  were  stupefied  Truly,  there  was  an 
endless  depth  in  this  man 

‘  No  0-0-0*  Raja  of  Anga*  My  fnend*  A  mighty,  illustnous  hero 
like  you  gives  his  life  for  me,  and  I — I  make  peace  because  I  am 
afraid  to  die*  ^This  is  too  shameful  for  me  If  death  can  take 
Grandsire  Bhishma,  and  Gum  Drona,  and  you  am  I  m  any  way 
different*^  No  one  is  immortal  The  war  will  not  end  It  will  go  on. 
It  will  go  on  because  of  you'”  Duryodhana  cast  a  flaming  glance  in 
my  and  Arjuna’s  direction  And  the  next  instant  he  was  down  on 
his  knees  and,  taking  Kama’s  massive  arm  in  his  hands,  that 
redoubtable  Kaurava  leader  broke  into  sobs  even  more  pathetic 
than  those  of  Chitrasena  With  his  other  arm  Kama  patted  Duryo- 
ana  in  an  attempt  to  console  him  Now  Kama  had  reached  a 
^int  where  he  wanted  to  renounce  every  little  bit  of  the  world 
The  loss  of  blood  from  his  neck  and  his  gums  had  begun  seriously 
enfeebling  him  Ashvatthaman  stepped  forward  and  cradled  his 
ea  lovingly  m  his  lap  The  continuous  blood-loss  made  him  feel 
drowsy,  his  eyes  heavy 

I  was  wondering  when  Duryodhana  would  ask  him  his  last  wish 
But  his  gnef  had  made  him  forget  all  about  it  Duryodhana’s  life 
was  now  like  a  chariot  wheel  without  a  hub  Aimless 

^  chanties  lay  gasping  His  half-closed  eyes  began 

ting  like  the  sun  They  merged  with  the  sun  His  handsome 
tnmlTf  becoming  still  The  coat  of-mail  on  his  massive 

breathing  moved  m  rhythm  to  his  steadily  declining 

It  was  my  duty  now  to  ask  him  his  last  wish  Only  my  duty 

forward  I  placed  my  mouth  next  to  his  sliced  ears,  and 
said  softly,  .‘Son  of  Kunti,  your  last  wish  ” 
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“Krishna...  Arre,  his  last  darshan...“  The  words  choked  in  her 
sobbing  throat.  She  could  not  even  lift  her  face  cupped  in  her 

hands.  .  ,  r.  i, 

“Brave  mother.  Queen  Mother,  control  your  gnef.  One  Has 
died;  don’t  lose  the  five  you  still  have.  At  midnight  I  mil  take  you 
for  his  darshan.  At  least,  let  the  secret  remain  for  the  time  being  a 
secret.” 

She  wiped  her  eyes.  . 

When  that  suffering  heroic  mother,  who  had  passed  ‘hroug 
many  tragedies  in  so  many  forms,  reached  the  corpse  of  Kama  at 
midnight,  she  trembled  like  a  red  indrayana  creeper  m  a 
storm  Her  feet  seemed  to  be  rooted  to  the  earth^I  took  he  hand 
and  pulled  her  to  her  dead  son  by  the  Sun-Go  .  e 
the  courage  to  remove  her  shielding  hands  horn  ®  '  j 

1  removed  Ashvatthaman’s  covering  cloth  from  Kama  s^face^ 
Kama  looked  peaceful  as  if  sleeping.  His  golden  rp  g 

even  in  the  hazy  light  of  the  torches.  removed  her  hands 

With  the  greatest  of  courageous  effort  she  remove^^ 
from  her  face,  and  lifted  her  head;  and  the  next  m 

screamed.  .  , ,,  about  to  fall.  I 

“My  sonl  My  darling  son!”  She  ‘’“cWe  j  ^  ef,er 

steadied  her.  Who  else  was  there  now  left  except 

her? 

15 

.  a-H  Bhima  smashed  Duryo- 
The  eighteenth  day  of  ‘’uMle  en  victory  was  undis- 

dhana’s  thigh,  keeping  ■'•5  vow- nineteenth  day 
puted.  The  long  shadows  of  «h  The  field  was  chockful 

Lnted  here  and  there  on  'he  four  fingers  of  spa« 

the  departed  spirits  of  the  slam-^^e  be  seen  m  the 

on  Amina  hill  without  corpses.  A  whi 
far  distance,  but  sitting.  I  had  been 

curious.  I  walked  towards  the  h^^  ^  ,  .h  ho«.  1^^.^ 

Kama’s  corpse  for  a  long  ^3  “"^Ws  mas'er.  fanning  h” 
surprised,  shocked.  ^  ,he  corpse  of  hi  tcar-fiHed 

horse,  ^ayujit.  sitting  be  "1“ rmlsTwiisfaetion  of  the 

master’s  face  with  beast.  Even  the  li  astonishment. 

eyes  I  gazed  at  the  mute  be^„  „ma.„cd 

Pandavas’  victory  tau  ^^^mm. 

again  and  again,  a 
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The  instant  Kama  died,  the  setting  Sun-God  atop  the  Amina  hill 
flared  with  a  brief  sudden  splendour  and,  without  the  least  delay, 
vanished  beyond  the  horizon.  The  entire  western  region  blurred. 
Gusts  of  wind  edged  shimmering  dewdrops  to  the  ground  where 
they  melted  into  nothingness.  The  four  directions  darkened.  The 
earth  became  forlorn. 

Ashvatthaman  quickly  stepped  forward  and  smelt  Kama*s  noble 
head.  Duryodhana  lifted  Kama*s  hand  and  placed  it  on  his  own 
head.  Chitrasena  fell  at  Kama*s  clean,  beautifully  shaped  feet. 

Kama  s  shining  atman  returned  to  and  mingled  with  the  same 
resplendent  eternal  abode  from  where  it  came.  Yet  his  body 
glowed  with  such  intensity  that  it  seemed  to  be  alive.  The  crown 
that  some  time  ago  Kama  had  offered  at  my  feet,  I  gently  placed 
again  on  his  curly  golden  hair. 

third  commander  of  the  Kauravas  lay  in  eternal  repose. 
Ashvatthaman  removed  the  anjalika  arrow  embedded  in 
Kama  s  throat,  and  covered  Kama’s  round  Sun-like  face  with  the 
white  cloth  which  was  permanently  wrapped  round  his  head. 

Accompanied  by  the  Pandavas,  I  walked  towards  the  tent.  The 
atmosphere  was  fearful,  even  gruesome.  All  were  silent.  In  the  far 
distance,  a  partridge  kept  up  a  shrieking  ill-omened  wail.  Also  far 
away,  one  could  see  a  massive  white  horse,  fatigued,  sitting  in  the 
og.  A  horse,  alive,  and  sitting!  I  was  surprised.  I  entered  the  tent 
m  Arjuna  with  the  Pandavas.  I  was  quiet.  Seeing  the  Queen 
^  entrance,  my  face  paled  even  more.  Arjuna  thought 
that  she  had  heard  of  Kama’s  defeat  and  death  and  so  had  come 
running  joyfully  to  the  tent. 

‘“Mother,  your  blessings,”  He  stepped  forward,  bowing  his  head 
at  her  feet,  and  arrogantly  asked  for  her  blessings. 

1  here  was  not  enough  iight  for  him  to  notice  that  the  end  of  the 
covered  her  face.  Arjuna  wasn’t  sensitive 
p!^^.  even  if  he  did  notice  it  now,  what  good  was  it? 

Bu'  hand  on  the  Queen  Mother’s  trembling  back,  I 

Stf  1  inner  room  of  the  tent,  and  so  averted  a  scene, 

the  ^tK  ’  Pandavas  were  together  only  for  a  moment — and 

Knm  n  change  their  war-vesture.  Only 

*  I  remained  in  the  tent,  and  then  the  disciplined 

raint  of  that  great  lady  shattered  and  she  burst  into  sobs. 
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She  was  a  sati  who  had  entered  the  flames  for  the  sake  of  an 
eternal  union  with  her  husband — ^what  possible  attachment  could 
she  have  had?  Puzzled,  I  opened  the  knot.  A  shard.  A  shard  of  a 
broken  pot.  I  was  bewildered. 

I  raised  my  hand  to  throw  the  shard  into  the  flames.  But  I 
lowered  my  hand,  because  I  wanted  to  retain  the  shard  as  a 
memory  of  Kama’s  last  rites  and  Vrishali’s  life-dedication.  I  tied 
the  shard  in  the  end  of  my  yellow  robe. 

With  my  whip  on  my  shoulder,  and  holding  Vayujit  by  his 
throat-lash,  I  turned  back,  and  started  descending  the  slope.  The 
Pandavas,  searching  for  me,  had  seen  the  pyre’s  flames  and  were 
running  up  the  hill.  I  could  see  them  clearly.  Five  torches  were 
flickering;  they  were  the  torches  of  the  Pandavas. 

But  they  were  late;  far  too  late. 
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Shifting  the  whip  from  my  right  to  my  left  hand,  I  stepped 
forward  The  instant  I  lovingly  patted  the  white  horse,  his  body 
throbbed  Whatever  little  cxpenencc  I  had  as  a  chanoteer  had 
found  Its  fulfilment  I  clucked  "Tch-Tch",  that  high-pedigrced 
creature  understood,  and  with  all  his  strength  dug  hts  hooves  in  the 
earth  and  stood  up  I  lifted  his  master's  golden  body  and  placed  it 
on  the  horse’s  massive  back  His  master's  last  ride  had  to  be 
careful  and  comfortable,  so  Vayujit  walked  slowly  We  had  to 
cross  the  Amina  hill 

On  the  way  I  picked  up  the  burning  torch  from  the  tent  of 
Acharya  Kripa 

1  and  Vayujit  climbed  the  hill  Exactly  then  the  indistinct  orb  of 
the  Sun  Deity  set  in  the  horizon 

On  this  peak  of  the  hill  the  soil  was  black  and  strewn  with  rocks 
I  had  kept  everything  ready  for  the  cremation  A  funeral  pyre  of 
sandalwood  had  been  constructed  on  that  barren  stretch 
I  lifted  dear  Kama  from  Vayujit’s  glossy  back  and  placed  him  on 
the  pyre  Torch  in  hand,  I  tried  quickly  to  get  a  glimpse  of  his  face 
With  trembling  hands  I  lit  the  pyre  Swiftly,  red  and  yellow 
tongues  of  flame  leapt  up  to  the  sky  Born  of  the  essence  of  fire 
Itself,  that  son  of  ether  space  lived  through  the  fire  of  the  earth, 
and  in  the  end  was  intermingling  with  fire  Right  then  Vayujit 
neighed  and  frisked  and  jumped  I  flung  the  torch  into  the  pyre 
and  approached  Vayujit  He  too  needed  looking  after  I  clucked  to 
him,  and  stroked  his  mane  His  presence  was  pleasing  to  me  also 
My  mind  was  slowly  becoming  numb  I  gazed  with  unseeing  eyes 
at  the  pyre,  while  I  kept  stroking  his  mane 

Suddenly  that  white  horse  trembled  and,  ears  cocked,  turned  his 
neck  in  the  direction  from  where  we  had  come  A  lady  dressed  in 
pure  white  was  coming  slowly  towards  us  I  shuddered  It  was 
Vrishah 

Steady,  unblinking  eyes,  wet  dress  clinging  to  her  body  she 
approached,  step  by  slow  step  Like  a  daughter  of  the  sky  Her 
palms  were  joined  Gazing  neither  left  nor  right,  she  went  straight 
to  the  pyre,  like  a  white  stone  statue  walking  She  was  not  even 
aware  that  her  shawl  had  slipfied  from  her  shoulder  She  passed  by 
me,  and  stepped  suddenly  into  the  pyre  I  was  dumbfounded 
When  the  trath  sank  in,  I  silently  felt  for  Vnshali  With  the  whip 
handle  I  raised  her  upper  garment  to  deposit  it  in  the  pyre 
Noticing  a  knot  in  the  anchal,  I  withdrew  the  garment  instead  of 
consigning  it  to  the  flames 
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She  was  a  sati  who  had  entered  the  flames  for  the  sake  of  an 
eternal  union  with  her  husband — what  possible  attachment  could 
she  have  had?  Puzzled,  I  opened  the  knot.  A  shard.  A  shard  of  a“ 
broken  pot.  I  was  bewildered. 

I  raised  my  hand  to  throw  the  shard  into  the  flames.  But  I 
lowered  my  hand,  because  I  wanted  to  retain  the  shard  as  a 
memory  of  Kama’s  last  rites  and  Vrishali’s  hfe-dedication.  I  tied 

the  shard  in  the  end  of  my  yellow  robe. 

With  my  whip  on  my  shoulder,  and  holding  Vayujit  by  his 
throat-lash,  I  turned  back,  and  started  descending  the  s'°P«- 
Pandavas,  searching  for  me,  had  seen  the  Py®  ® 
running  up  the  hill.  I  could  see  them  clearly.  Five  torches  were 
flickering;  they  were  the  torches  of  the  Pandavas. 

But  they  were  late;  far  too  late. 
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all  the  way  from  the  Nishadha  kingdom  The  rust-coloured 
triangular  pennant  of  the  Kauravas  fluttered  atop  the  platform,  as  if 
challenging  the  sky  Guru  Drona  would  stand  on  this  platform,  as 
judge  of  the  competition,  and  place  a  blue-lotus-threaded-on- 
gold-strmg  garland  around  the  neck  of  the  victor,  who  would  be 
seated  in  a  canopy  on  a  decorated  elephant  and  taken  out  in  a 
procession  by  the  citizens  The  Queen  Mother  would  place  a  saffron 
tilak  on  his  forehead  and  affectionately  offer  arati  before  him  As 
the  finest  hero  of  Hastmapura  he  would  be  glorified  and  respected 
all  over  Aryavarta 

Around  each  of  the  arenas  were  circular  seating  arrangements  for 
spectators  Near  the  eastern  end  were  luxunous  elevated  seats  for 
members  of  the  royal  family,  in  the  centre  was  the  spot  where 
Grandsire  Bhishma  would  ensconce  himself  On  his  nght  was 
Vidura’s  seat,  on  his  left  Maharaja  Dhritarashtra’s  On  the  left  of 
these  seats  a  grand  pavilion  had  been  put  up  which  glittered  with 
colourful  curtains,  it  was  reserved  for  the  royal  ladies 

Leaving  their  daily  chores,  the  citizens  thronged  to  see  the  arena, 
and  stood  there  agape  at  the  spectacle,  murmuring  among  them¬ 
selves,  “Never  m  the  history  of  the  Kuru  dynasty  have  we  heard  of 
such  a  magnificent  arena  being  erected  Who  is  going  to  be  the 
supreme  hero^  Bhima,  Arjuna,  Duryodhana,  or  Duhshasana?” 

We  were  about  to  return,  because  we  had  arnved  after  covenng  a 
two  hundred  mile  distance  from  Champanagan,  when 
Ashvatthaman  said,  ‘  Kama,  all  the  student-wamors  have  done 
something  or  other  to  beautify  this  games  arena  What  have  you  two 
done'* 

“You  tell  us,  what  should  we  do*^”  Being  a  youth  from  the 
ashram,  Ashvatthaman  was  in  charge  of  organising  the  diverse 
activities  He  was  not  going  to  let  me  off  easily 

He  said  this  because  there  was  apparently  no  work  left  for  us  to 
do  One  of  the  workers,  with  a  silk  cloth  tucked  under  his  arm,  was 
about  to  enter  from  the  main  gate  Ashvatthaman  called  out  to  him 
“You  there'  What’s  that  under  your  arm?  Bring  it  here  Let  s  get 
these  two  to  do  some  work  ” 

Ashvatthaman  pulled  the  bundle  from  the  boy.  and  straightened 
't.  holding  the  two  comers  It  was  the  royal  insignia  of  the  lOuravas 
the  figure  of  the  Sun  God,  embroidered  with  gold  thread  on 
expensive  silk  My  eyes  glowed  with  joy  Placing  the  royal  msigrua 
in  my  hands.  Ashs  atthaman  said.  “Kama,  go  Md  unfurl  this  on  the 
wooden  staff  in  the  central  marble  platform 
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I  approached  the  platform  1  fixed  the  msigma  to  face  the  east. 
Shon  placed  a  flower-garland  on  the  glorious  insignia. 

36 


And  so  the  appointed  Vasanla  Purnima  day  arrived  All 
Hastmapura  was  a  glut  of  invited  guests  The  day  of  screening  the 
chaff  from  the  wheat  Each  competitor,  before  entering  the  arena, 
was  expected  to  obtain  the  blessings  of  his  guru  But  but  what  was 
1  to  do*^  The  sky  that  day  was  suddenly  overcast  with  dark  clouds 
since  dawn  I  felt  deeply  frustrated  At  crack  of  dawn,  at  the 
auspicious  hour  of  Brahma-mu/inr/n,  I  rose  and  waited,  with  breath 
indrawn,  for  a  brief  darshan  of  my  celestial  guru  on  the  waters  of  the 
Ganga  But  the  merciless  band  of  dense  wicked  clouds  stood 
between  him  and  me  The  fact  was — as  I  used  to  tell  Shon  in  our 
boyhood  days — that  if  I  happened  to  be  Garuda,  I  would  have  nsen 
high  up  m  the  sky  in  a  flash  on  my  strong  wings  and  ripped  open  the 
heartless  clouds  with  my  sharp-nailed  talons  Through  the  rent  1 
could  have  had  a  glimpse  of  at  least  one  hand  of  my  guru  And  he 
would  have  lovingly  caressed  my  back  with  it  But  this  was  not  to  be 
There  are  times  when  a  man  is  even  more  helpless  than  a  bird  or  a 
beast 

Three-fourths  of  the  morning  passed,  and  still  no  change  in  the 
sky  Shon  stood  on  the  sands  of  the  Ganga,  waiting  for  me  I  was  in 
the  waters  He  was  not  to  call  out  to  me,  even  by  mistake  Even  if  I 
remained  in  the  water  all  day,  he  would  follow  suit,  on  the  bank  I 
couldn’t  stay  in  the  water  loo  long  1  closed  my  eyes,  helplessly  In 
spite  of  my  efforts,  no  bnght  light  appeared,  as  it  used  to  earlier 
Why*^  Could  it  be  an  ill  omen‘d  Chhee^  The  mind  gets  all  crazy  at 
times,  thinking  of  undesirable  and  evil  possibilities  As  in  the  past,  I 
folded  my  palms,  and  silently  prayed  “Deva,  why  are  you  so  angry 
with  me,  today  of  all  days'^  Grant  me  your  blessing  today  You  will 
see  today  the  citizens  honouring  me  as  the  supreme  hero  ”  I  offered 
him  anjali  and  turned  There  was  a  strange  uneasiness  in  my  heart 
Shon  was  waiting  for  me  at  the  edge  He  was  getting  restless  to  go  to 
the  arena  But  but  the  moment  he  saw  me,  wrinkles  creased  his 
forehead  1  was  taken  aback  I  asked  him,  “What’s  the  matter, 
Shon'>  Why  the  frown‘>”  He  kept  silent  But  I  couldn’t  bear  his 
silence  I  grasped  both  his  shoulders,  shook  him,  and  shouted 
“Shon,  arre,  why  are  you  quiet‘d”  Not  saying  a  word,  he  gazed  at  my 
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ears  with  wide,  rolling  eyes  The  next  instant  his  eyes  lost  their 
sparkle  I  couldn’t  endure  his  staring  at  me  in  this  puzzling  manner 
I  cupped  his  face  in  my  hands  and,  gazing  deeply  into  his  eyes,  I 
asked  worriedly,  “Shon,  are  you  going  to  ignore  this  little  request  of 
your  brother’'  Tell  me,  Shon,  what  is  this  life-killing  secret  that  you 
Will  hide  even  from  me'^” 

He  was  perturbed  Clasping,  with  his  trembling  hands,  my  hands 
on  his  cheeks,  he  said,  “Bhaiya,  don’t  go  to  the  arena  today  our 
guru  hasn’t  granted  you  darshan  Let’s  go  back 

“You’re  crazy  Does  my  guru  give  me  darshan  every  day  Who 
knows  where  he  goes  and  hides  himself  for  four  whole  months  m  the 


monsoon''”  _  , _ 

“But  It  isn’t  monsoon  time  now  We’re  m  spring  There  s  no 
reason  for  him  not  to  show  his  face  today 

“I  don’t  know  about  that  I  have  my  gurus  Wessrn^ 
today— that’s  all  I  know  Come  ”  I  took  his  hand  and  pushed  h 

“No,  bhaiya.  I’m  not  going  to  let  you  go  ’  There  was  fear  in  his 

'^°“Why’'  Don’t  you  know  the  Hero  of  Hastinapura  is  being  chosen 
today’'  Today  of  all  days  I  have  to  be  there  ’’ 

“No,  no,  not  today  ”  He  held  my  hands  tightly  His  gnp 

don’t  be  childish 

Remember,  you  are  Kama’s  brother  This  was  the  first  time 

had  pulled  him  up  so  strongly  cteos 

He  eased  his  face  out  of  my  cupping 
back,  and  said  with  bowed  head,  1  am  your  r  keeps 

denied  this,  nor  will  I  ever  deny  it  ^at  is  why  my  "’■"P* 

SseTourflellrar-^ 

His  pfercing  words  ^5',^  3  j^Jbt 

:fmrwt:d«“„;tL 

today‘s  Why  ts  the  sky  o\crcasf  >  ttnda\.^  What  ts  going  to 

on.e^,op^Lchpo.on.secJ.he^ 

happen  to  Karnat  Why  /  o,,,,.  >  Innumerable  fitcfiy 

the, r role’  a  voice  from  wiihm 

questions  flickered  »n  front  of  my  > 
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spoke,  and  counselled  patience  I  made  up  my  mind  that  Shon  was 
right  but  what  harm  was  there  m  proceeding  towards  the  arena? 
Wearily  I  said  to  him,  “Very  well,  Shon  I  won’t  compete  today  But 
on  one  condition  I’ll  stand  outside  the  arena,  near  the  mam  gate. 
I’ll  enter  the  arena  only  when  my  guru  grants  me  darshan  ” 

Shon,  delighted,  nodded  approval  We  squelched  our  way  across 
the  sand 

All  the  roads  of  the  capital  were  silent  and  deserted  Children  as 
well  as  elders  had  all  gone  to  the  arena  Had  a  stranger  entered  the 
city  at  that  time,  he  would  never  have  believed,  even  if  told,  that  this 
was  Hastmapura,  the  capital  of  the  Kauravas,  because  there  wasn’t 
even  one  person  in  the  city  On  account  of  the  cloud-covered  sky, 
Hastmapura  looked  like  a  coop-impnsoned  rooster  just  before  he  is 
sacrificed  , 

We  approached  the  arena,  and  heard  the  clapping  and  shouts  of 
the  citizens  The  noise  was  enough  to  send  warm  blood  currents 
rushing  through  my  body— but  to  no  avail  My  word  to  Shon  forced 
me  to  stand  outside  the  arena  We  neared  the  arena  entrance  The 
competition  had  started  quite  some  time  ago  In  some  combat  or 
other  a  competitor  had  apparently  excelled,  and  continuous 
acclamation  could  be  heard  My  feat-eager  ambition  prowled  like  a 
caged  tiger,  clawing  at  my  flesh-rods  on  all  sides  m  an  attempt  to 
break  through  It  agonised  like  a  tethered  calf  unable  to  reach  its 
mother  With  great  effort  I  controlled  myself  and  said  to  Shon, 
“You  go  in  I’ll  wait  here  ”  He  stopped  dead  He  probably  thought  1 
would  sneak  m  after  him  Placing  my  hand  on  his  shoulder,  I  said, 

‘  Shon,  trust  me  I’m  not  going  m  Kama  has  given  his  word  Go  ” 
Gazing  at  my  flesh-ear-nngs,  he  went  inside 
Emerging  from  the  hive  of  my  mind,  countless  red  bee-thoughts 
started  dancing  here  and  there  If  my  flesh-ear-nngs  were  the  root 
cause  of  my  problem ,  then  why  not  tear  them  out  and  throw  them  m 
the  dust,  and  walk  into  the  arena  with  npped  ears — but  this  was  not 
possible  because  no  matter  how  much  you  wanted  to  cut  your  ears  it 
couldn’t  be  done  Why  was  I  given  these  flesh-ear-rings  and  skin- 
armour^  What  use  are  they?  Why  am  /  being  so  stubborn  anyway"^  In 
the  hole  of  my  mind  many  serpent-thoughts  began  wngglmg  I 
could  see  nothing  of  the  arena  1  could  hear  only  the  vague 
conversations  of  the  few  spectators  near  the  mam  entrance,  and 
only  in  snatches  Then  suddenly  there  was  a  huge  uproar  Mymmd 
rose  like  milk  bubbling  to  a  boil  I  listened  with  overpowering 
curiosity  Bits  and  pieces  of  words  filled  my  ears 
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“Duhshasana  has  been  humbled  by  Bhima'  Bhima  lifted  him  as 
high  as  his  head,  slammed  him  on  the  ground  and  sat  on  his  chest 
He’s  pummelhng  him  with  all  his  strength  ” 

My  shoulder  muscles  swelled  I  could  hear  my  heart  thumping 
My  swiftly-racmg  blood  said  to  me  Kama,  get  up,  go  in  Test  your 
manhood  m  the  competition  Today  is  your  chance 

Concentrating  all  my  life-force  m  my  pupils,  I  gazed  up  at  the  sky 
The  thick  heaitless  mass  of  clouds  had  not  cleared  I  chafed  like  a 
helpless  broken-winged  bird  I  paced  miserably  in  circles  near  the 
mam  gate  In  agony  my  mind  cried  out  S’Mryn  deva,  one  darshan, 
please  Today  is  a  day  when  every  youth  of  Hastinapura  wants  to  win 
even  at  the  cost  of  his  life  Be  gracious,  just  this  once,  cast  your 
hundreds  of  eyes  once  on  your  favourite  pupil  Just  once 
Again  the  resounding  clapping  My  ears  pncked  up 
''Wahf  Wn/i'Nakuia  is  so  agile'  He's  placed  a  foot  each  on  two 
horses  at  the  same  time  and  is  nding  them  at  the  same  speed 
Excellent'  May  the  sons  of  Pandu  be  blessed 
My  mind  ranswifter  than  the  horses  A  dust  of  thoughts  rose  from 
my  mind’s  hooves  I  was  still  pacing  up  and  down  near  the  entrance 
For  a  moment  1  thought  What  promise,  what  vow?  I  wanted  to  go 
m  that  very  instant,  but  a  voice  kept  saying  to  me  A  word's  given  to 
be  kept,  Kama.  A  person  who  breaks  his  word  is  nothing  but  an 
animal  I  moved  back  from  the  threshold 

Still  louder  acclamation  and  shnil  voices  And  after  that, 
confused  proclamations 

'Wahf  Wah'  Bhima'  How  easily  you've  bested  unbeaten 
Duryodhana  in  the  mace  duel  How  tremendous  your  blows  are!  It  s 
a  feast  for  the  eyes  Be  blessed,  O  son  of  Vayul 

My  mind  circled  like  a  mace-fighter  Helplessly  I  knotted  my 
shawl  tightly  around  my  wnst  Each  pore  of  my  body  seemed  to  Ik 
boiling  I  Icmked  at  the  sky  The  clouds  seemed  to  be  stimng,  but 
nothing  mote  For  an  instant  I  wanted  to  tun  with  all  spee** 

Ganga  and  dip  my  inflamed  body  in  its  ccwl  waters  u  * 

shawl  at  my  wnst,  placed  it  on  my  shoulder,  and  made  my  way  to  th 

Ganga  .  u  j 

“Wait,  bhaiya,”  Shon  called  from  behind 
I  looked  back  and  saw  him  standing  at  the  threshold  of  t^ 
entrance,  signaling  me  to  stop  I  turned  My  neck  was  tired  from 

race  Like  ram  falling  m  torrents 
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“Bhaiya,  Arjuna  has  entered  the  arena.” 

Arjuna'  Arjuna'  Arjuna'  Why  is  he  so  honoured?  What  great 
expoloits  will  he  demonstrate'> 

Word-arrows  pierced  my  ears  from  all  sides  Every  second  (ne 
cacophony  in  the  arena  grew  Announcements  came  like  showers  of 
word-flowers 

“Look,  there'  Arjuna  is  leaping  from  horseback  to  elephant-back 
and  elephant  to  horseback  to  show  his  skill  ’’ 

“He’s  brandishing  two  swords  in  both  hands  against  the  strong 
adversary  facing  him  In  a  flash  he  has  flicked  the  swords  far  out  of 
his  opponent’s  hands  His  opponent  is  shuffling  out  of  the  arena 
with  bowed  head  There  is  no  swordfighter  to  equal  Arjuna  ” 
“Look,  there'  Arjuna  has  reached  the  discus  arena  How  grace¬ 
fully  he  twirls  the  chakra,  as  if  it  is  a  thali  Off  andl  on  he  whirls  it 
playfully  up  in  the  air,  and  then  receives  and  balances  it  on  the  tip  of 
an  arrow  ” 


“He’s  entering  the  wrestling  arena  now'  Look  at  that  perfect 
physique  of  his — chest  as  grand  as  the  massive  door  of  the  arena 
Look  at  his  arms  and  calves,  rippling  like  the  wild  gourd  colocynth' 
His  blue  complexion  glows  so  vividly  against  the  red  earth  of  the 
arena  Arre  wah^  And  now  he  has  flattened  his  oppqnent 
Duimukha  on  the  earth-bed'” 


“This  Arjuna,  how  quickly  he  switches  arenas  and  how  adroitly 
he  displays  his  varied  feats — it’s  impossible  to  keep  track  of  him 
Single  Arjuna  or  thirteen  Arjunas*^  There  he  goes  now,  dressed  in 
bowman’s  outfit,  to  the  archery  arena,  like  Vishnu  himself  Blessed 
be  Arjuna'  Blessed  be  the  son  of  Pandu'  Search  the  whole  of 
Aryavarta  and  you  won’t  find  Arjuna’s  equal  in  archery  He'll  be 
declared  the  supreme  hero  of  Hastinapura  today  ” 

Acclamation  Continuous  clapping  Clapping  tliat  shamed  even 
monsoon  downpours  in  intensity  Shouts  Noise  Confusion 
Arjuna'  Arjuna'  Boiling  blood'  Archer'  Overcast  skyl  Lustreless, 
dark  flesh-ear-rings'  Supreme  hero’  Garland  of  blue  lolusesl 
Victory  procession'  Queen  Mother  ' 

“Shon,  what’s  happening  to  me*^  Let  me  go  to  the  Ganga,  or  I’ll 
be  burnt  to  ashes!”  Lifting  my  ear-rings  and  desperately  pressing  my 
palms  against  my  ears,  I  raised  my  head  and  screamed  My  body  was 
all  aflame  Wearily  I  placed  my  burning  head  on  Shon’s  shoulder 
Fiery  streams  of  sweat  coursed  down  my  body,  which  scorched 
Shon’s  shoulder  Word-sparks  had  set  my  flesh  on  fire  Chaos 
within  Despamng  hot  tears  tndded  down  my  cheeks 
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“Look,  there’  Arjuna  shooting  countless  arrows  at  countless 
targets.” 

“He’s  piercing  tossed-up  fruits  in  mid-air,  and  slicing  them  in 
twos,  fours,  eights,  and  countless  fragments  No  fruit  falls  to  the 
ground  unchopped  ” 

“And  there  he  is,  shooting  a  snake-arrow,  that  zig-zags  across 
obstacles  and  drives  unerringly  to  its  target 

“Releasing  a  swarm  of  arrows  in  the  sky,  he  creates  the  illusion  of 
ram  With  snake-arrows  shot  at  intervals,  he  creates  the  effect  of 


lightning  ” 

“Our  eyes  are  blessed  today  A  hero  of  Arjuna’s  calibre  is  not  to 
be  found  in  Hastinapura,  not  in  all  Aryavarla 

“This  IS  his  last  feat  He’ll  pierce  the  target  by  sound  alone  His 
eyes  are  bandaged  He  picks  up  a  sharp  arrow,  closes  his 
draws  it  up  to  his  lips,  and  remembers  his  guru  He’ll  never  find 
another  guru  like  Drona  m  all  the  three  worlds 
“Fortune-favoured  Arjuna'  Excellent  son  of  Pandu  Before  any¬ 
one  could  make  out,  guided  by  sound  alone,  he  jet  fly  a  sharp  shaft 
straight  into  the  mouth  of  a  dog  barking  behind  his  back  Blessed  be 

such  an  excellent  archer'”  , 

“Look'  Guru  Drona  has  extracted  the  arrow  from  the  dog  s 

mouth  and  is  displaying  it  to  everyone'  lotuses  ” 

“Someone  has  handed  him  the  victory  garland  of  *>1^ 
Blue-lotus  garland'  Undefeated  archer'  S"® 

moment'  One  moment  of  fame  and  honour'  What  should 


What  should  I  do?  ,  vi/n„i,i  the 

My  mind  thrashed  about  like  a  Tue-naged  birj 
inflamed  pot  of  my  body  crack  at  last  under  the  sir 
My  eyes  like  restless  buds  pecked  incessantly  “j 
clouds  A  voice  rose  from  the  wounds.  “One  moment  One  moment 

in  the  life  of  Kama'  -^e  only  be  another 

and  speeding  with  such  furto^  ^  Jof  the  ocean’  I  shook  Shon’s 
universal  primeval  churning  m  me  SKy  . ,  „i.i  -nic  lord  of 

shoulderv‘’,gorouslyandshou.ed^oyful^.S^^^ 

the  sky,  my  guru  has  come  to  save  mc^ 

clouds  as  if  they  were  a  herd  of  goats  -Bhaua' Go' Go 

He  embraced  me  hard,  joyfully,  an  s  . 

ml  Your  nesh-ear-nngs  are  adi^e  again  Not  just  g 

before — they’re  shining  red  todayl  .  aeain!" 

“You  don’t  mean  it.  Shon’  My  nngs  shining  again. 
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“Yes,  bhaiya  And  look— your  Gurodeva  has  scorched  away  the 
dark-blue  cloud  canopy  "  With  deep  feeling  he  lifted  both  his  hands 
to  the  sky 

I  looked  up  Countless  dazzling  sun-rays  were  smiling  in  the  sky . 

It  seemed  that  my  Gurudeva  had  reined  m  his  thousand-horsed 
chariot  and  was  showering  his  blessings  on  me 

Hastinapura,  cooped  up  since  dawn  like  a  caged  cock,  now 
appeared  like  a  rooster  in  boisterous  cock-crow  Tree  leaves  started 
shaking  The  distant  Gnnga  waters  gleamed  Birds  sang  in  ecstatic 
abandon  In  the  far  distance  a  cloud  could  be  seen,  gracefully  sailing 
away  Under  its  shadow  the  ancient  palace  of  the  Kauravas  looked 
pale  and  ill 

Commotion  inside  Sky-shattenng  commotion 
“Look'  Surya  himself  has  parted  the  cloud-curtain  in  order  to  be 
present  to  welcome  Arjuna  Fortune-favoured  Arjuna'  Look, 
Guru  Dronaisclimbing  the  stepsofthat  magnificent  platform  With 
the  Sun  as  witness,  he  will  place  the  blue-lotus  garland  on  Arjuna’s 
neck  Victory  to  Pnnce  Arjunal”  The  whole  arena  shook  with  the 
clamorous  victory-shouts 

I  removed  my  shawl  and  flung  it  around  Shon’s  shoulders  Who  I 
was  then.  I’m  not  certain  I  myself  could  tell  Shon’s  elder  brother? 
Ashvatthaman’s  friend''  Or  charioteer’s  son''  Chhee!  I  was  none  of 
those  I  was  glowing,  molten  steel'  I  was  the  crackle  of  lightning!  I 
was  a  second  sun,  a  second  thousand-horsed  sun' 

I  hadn’t  taken  birth  to  stand  like  a  beggar  outside  the  gates  of  the 
arena  My  entire  body  was  aflame  with  one  desire — to  reduce  to 
ashes  anyone  who  dared  challenge  me  A  magnificent  message, 
never  heard  before,  entered  my  eats  Kama,  enter  Now'  This  is 
your  moment  of  truth  I  rushed  mside  I  saw  the  garland  uplifted  in 
Guru  Drona’s  hands  1  raised  both  my  hands  and  with  all  the  energy 
I  could  summon  I  shouted,  “Stop'" 

My  command  pierced  the  arena  like  an  arrow  slicing  into  the 
heart  of  a  target  Its  ferocity  was  such  as  to  shame  even  the  crash  of 
lightning  Thousands  of  eyes  turned  towards  the  arena  entrance 
The  garland  slipped  from  Guru  Drona’s  trembling  hands  to  the 
ground  Silence  descended  on  the  arena  I  slapped  my  palm  hard  on 
my  left  shoulder,  the  resounding  clap  reverberated  through  the 
entire  arena 

Waves  of  heat  emanated  from  my  flaming  body  The  atizens 
moved  aside  to  make  way  for  me  Those  who  did  not,  were  scorched 
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by  my  body-heat  In  no  time  at  all  I  reached  the  stone  platform, 
where  Acharya  Knpa  was  standing  I  pranamed  him  formally  as  one 
should  an  elder,  and  leapt  up  four  steps  at  a  time  to  the  top  of  the 
platform  Guru  Drona  was  stanng  at  me,  surpnsed  This  was  the 
first  time  after  six  years  that  I  was  standing  facing  him  proudly  in  this 
way  His  face  was  paralysed  with  displeasure  Frowning,  he  aske  , 
“And  who  are  you’” 

Glancing  at  the  sky,  namaskanng  him  formally  as  one  should  an 
elder,  I  replied  confidently,  “Kama  ” 

Raising  my  arms  and  half-circling  the  assembled  citizenry,  1 
shouted,  “Citizens  of  Hastinapura,  you  who  honour  justice  and 
manliness'  I  am  Kama,  I  am  ready  to  perform  whatever  feats  Prince 

Arjuna  has  displayed  Do  I  have  your  permission  to  do  so ' 

All  stood  up  Happing  their  shawls,  they  shouted,  “Let  him  show 
his  feats  Let  Prince  Arjuna  leave  no  challenge  uncontested 
Maharaja  Dhritarashtra  heard  the  shouts  and  stood  up  He 
turned  and  asked  something  of  Bhishma,  who  was  sitting  next  to 
him  He  raised  the  royal  sceptre,  and  a  hush  settled  on  ‘h® 

His  voice  boomed  like  a  cloud  “This  arena  is  the  final  ^ 

skill  Any  hero  of  Hastinapura  is  welcome  here  Gumdeva,  let  this 

brave  youth  be  given  a  chance  ” 

His  decision  was  greeted  by  ubiquitous  acclaim  and  approval 
The  arena  bubbled  with  expectation,  like 
and  clapping  spectators  sat  down  Guru  D™"®' AW  ^ripa 
Arjuna  descended  from  the  platform  an  s  oo  where 

I  glanced  in  the  direction  of  the  royal  family  enc  osure,  whe  e 
VidL,  Maharaja  Dhritarashtra,  ^randsire  B^shma^  u«le 
Shakuni,  the  minister  Vnshavarman  and  the  in  ' 

sitting  Near  their  feet  sat  all  the 

Duhshasana,  Durmukha,  Dushkara.  V.karna  Bh.ma,  Nakula^ 
Sahadeva  and  Yudh.shth^ra  Among  Maharaja 

Ashvatthaman  also  Ofthemaii,  omy  mv  fnend 

Dhritarashtra,  Pnnce  Duryodhana.  u  s  ’  (.gpu-d  silently 

Ashvatthaman  Ashvatthaman  ra^e  is  j-,  nj  this  critical 

thistokenofh.saffect.on  Zt  how  different  are 

a  cloud-sombre  ocean,  sally.  Ian, Hess,  bat  not  ready  lo  accep 
Itself  any  Hater  from  outside 

1  looked  at  the  section  reserved  for  me  ro, 
noihing  there  except  one  curtain,  a  shmimenng  silk  curt 
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Kneeling,  I  paid  homage  to  Pitamaha  Bhishma,  Maharaja 
Dhntarashtra,  and  the  gleaming  curtain  _ 

The  silence  was  so  total  by  now  that  one  could  hear  each  other  s 
breathing 

This  was  the  moment  for  which  Kama  had  waited  more  than  six 
years,  day  in  and  day  out,  till  his  patience  had  stretched  to  breaking 
point  The  moment  that  emerged  after  six  years’  baking  in  the  kiln 
of  neglect  and  indifference'  A  postscript  of  a  moment  after  six  years 
of  burning  suffering'  The  moment  crushed  under  six  years  of  see¬ 
sawing  suspicion  and  trust'  The  moment  that  would  today  make 
short  shrift  of  all  the  manly  feats  shown  in  the  past! 

Today  were  two  possibilities  only — either  Kama  would  return 
home  with  the  victory  garland  of  blue  lotuses  round  his  neck,  or  the 
citizens  would  return  after  trampling  Kama’s  lifeless  body  under¬ 
foot  The  competition  could  end  in  no  other  way  Total  victory  or 
death  Six  years  of  dedicated  study  under  my  guru  had  taught  me 
one  simple  truth  “Win  or  perish  ’* 

1  folded  my  palms  and  looked  up  at  the  sky  in  anticipation  of  a 
blessing  Stanng  fixedly,  I  greedily  gulped  the  energy  of  the  sun  An 
incredibly  powerful  shaft  of  sunlight  seemed  to  penetrate  my  entire 
being  Kama  was  no  longer  Kama  He  was  not  a  molten  steel  rod, 
he  was  not  a  flash  of  lightning,  he  was  not  Shon’s  brother,  he  was  not 
Ashvatthaman’s  friend,  he  was  not  anybody’s  son,  he  was  not  a 
participating  hero  in  the  Hastinapura  contest,  nor  was  he  a 
frustrated  student  seeking  to  impress  Arjuna  and  Guru  Drona  with 
his  bnlhant  exploits  He  did  not  even  know  where  he  was  Nor  was 
he  interested  to  know,  because  he  was  now  only  a  radiant  ray  of  the 
refulgent  Sun-God  Aflaming,shootmgray'  Anearth-piercmgray' 
He  did  not  see  any  more  the  thousands  of  people  facing  him  He  did 
not  hear  any  sound  No  clapping  reached  his  ears  The  intense  heat 
of  his  body  no  more  disconcerted  him  He  was  now  a  beam  of  light, 
a  beam  that  was  part  of  an  infinite  miraculous  radiance  A  beam  of 
light  with  no  independent  existence,  yet  spontaneously  contem¬ 
plating  Its  being  in  the  three  worlds  A  beam  that  baffled  the 
universe  A  beam  that  sliced  the  womb  of  darkness  A  beam!  A 
pure  ray  of  light' 

I  leapt  down  from  the  platform  I  did  not  feel  the  slightest  jerk  In 
no  time  at  all  1  reached  the  equestrian  arena,  where  seven  white 
steeds  were  tethered  I  stood  on  the  back  of  one  m  the  middle,  and 
started  urging  the  rest  They  raised  their  front  hooves  high  and 
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neighed  loudly  No  reins  could  hold  them  back  now  They  were  like 
seven  puppets  dancing  to  my  tune  I  jumped  easily  from  the  seven 
galloping  horses  on  to  an  elephant,  placing  my  feet  on  both  tusks 
and  standing  on  them  Without  even  a  goad  I  rode  that  massive 
beast  as  I  pleased 

Next  I  entered  the  discus  arena  I  whirled  the  massive  chakra  on 
my  hand  as  if  It  were  a  l/ia/i  Swiftly  I  swung  it  skywards  As  it  fell  1 
caught  It  on  my  little  finger,  threw  it  at  my  feet,  and  with  my  toes 
twirled  It  away  into  the  distance 

Then  the  sword  arena— where  I  found  two  warnors  standing, 
each  brandishing  two  swords  I  picked  up  one  sword  and  flourished 
It  expertly,  with  single  blows  I  slammed  the  swords  away  from  t^heir 
grasp  They  started  rubbing  their  shoulders  as  if  their  arms  had  been 
wrenched  from  their  bodies  Still  massaging  their  shoulders,  they 
left  the  arena 


Next  I  visited  the  spear  arena  Aiming  five  different  spears  m  one 
time  at  five  different  targets,  I  ran  forward  and  hurled  them  Then, 
rushing  back,  I  released  five  more  spears  to  pierce  the  handles  ot  tne 
first  five  Heaps  of  spears  stuck  out  from  the  targets 
I  entered  the  wrestling  arena,  which  was  in  front  of  the 
for  the  royal  ladies  There  were  three  competitors  waiting  my 
looked  to  me  no  greater  than  three  mounds  of  mud  I  flung 
red  garment,  two  of  the  three  mounds  of  mud  saw  -"y 

thanaripe  lemon, and  instantly  they  raised  theirai^M 

defeat  True,  one  did  challenge  me  to  a  duel  Duel'  It  was  win  or 
perish'  He  clenched  his  teeth  and  mshed  at  me.  bul  l  j’™ 

with  a  wrestling  hold  and  pressed  hard  on  his  neck  “  ng  ^ 
arms  and  legs  he  begged  the  Maharaja  to  spare  >"5  l'f« 
curtain  rippled  faintly  The  King  raised  his  sceptre  His 
spared  t. 

Finally,  1  entered  the  central  arena  “ 

My  shoulder  shawl  was  blue  Slowly  I  climbed  the  ^tcps 

Arrows  whizzed  from  my  bow  like  shaip  quills  f™'"  “  ’ 

and  pierced  their  targets  like  snakes  slithenng  inside  holes 

1  fixed  a  snake  shaft  It  veered  through  obstacles  m  its  path  and 

"Tcmated  ®re  illusion  of  torrential 
Shooting  golden  snake  arrows  in  their 
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I  sliced  fruit  flung  in  the  sky,  scattering  the  earth  with  countless 
flesh  fragments  The  fruit  was  a  solid  mass  thrown  up,  but  the  slices 
were  powdery  when  they  fell 

Then _ my  ultimate  feat  Target  pierced  by  sound-aim!  Shoot  by 

sound  and  hit  the  target  A  stupendous  task  Everywhere  total 
silence  First  my  eyes  were  bandaged  1  took  a  sharp  arrow  and 
touched  It  to  my  lips  At  that  moment  I  did  not  want  even  to 
remember  my  guru,  the  reason  being  that  I  did  not  know  who  I  was 
Who  IS  the  guru  of  a  shaft  of  light  and  how  is  a  shaft  of  light  blessed? 

The  dog  was  tied  behind  me  A  worker  stood  by  to  prod  the  dog 
with  lance  point  and  make  it  bark  I  was  making  no  distinction 
between  the  prodder,  the  dog,  and  the  lance  All  that  mattered  was 
the  target  pierced-by-sound'  Hocused  my  mind  on  the  sound  waves 
that  would  emanate  from  the  mouth  and  stnke  the  chords  of  my  ear. 

The  pores  m  my  body  became  all  ears  I  cautioned  myself  My 
ear-hke  eyes  sought  the  source  of  the  sound  Going  by  the  very  first 
sound  vibration,  I  had  to  pierce  the  target  Silence  all  round  like  the 
silence  in  a  cremation  ground  Everyone  watching  with  bated 
breath  Such  soundlessness,  such  absolute  calm  that  you  could  heat 
the  next  person  s  hearbeat  A  sweet  sound  struck  my  ears  Hardly 
had  the  arrow  sped  from  the  bow  than  I  heard  the  dog's  barking 
Everything  happened  in  a  flash  The  arrow  left  the  bow,  I  worriedly 
removed  the  blindfold  and  looked  at  the  dog,  still  barking  The 
arrow  hadn’t  hit  the  dog’s  mouth  I  had  missed  my  target  My  life 
had  lost  Its  purpose 

A  core  of  energy  had  deserted  my  being — and  gone  who  knows 
where  I  felt  grieviously  tired  and  very  depressed  Shouts  on  all 
sides  ‘  Victory  to  Prince  Arjuna'  Glory  to  Guru  Dronal”  Stinging 
shouts  from  hundreds  of  thousands  of  throats 
How  could  this  have  happened^  How  could  I  have  missed  the 
sound-targetv  What  was  that  sweet  sound  that  struck  my  ears"^  Did 
the  dog  change  his  barking  tonev  And  where  did  my  arrow  hit?  In 
the  cloud  sky  of  my  mind,  these  lightning  queries  flashed  1  felt  the 
platform  slipping  from  under  my  feet  Where  was  H  On  this  eartht 
In  heavens  Or  in  helH  And  these  applauders  of  Prince  Arfuna— 
were  they  spints  in  helP  The  entire  arena  seemed  to  whirl  around 
me  I  sat  down  instantly,  and  placed  my  head  between  my  knees 
The  blue  lotus  garland  lay  beneath  my  feet  The  glory  garland!  I 
picked  It  up  with  the  intention  of  tearing  it  and  scattering  the  pieces 
everywhere  By  this  time  Guru  Drona  and  Arjuna  had  reached  the 
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platform  I  did  the  best  I  could  to  stand  up  Guru  Drona  took  the 
garland  from  my  hands  Bhima,  Yudhishthira  and  others,  exulting, 
ran  to  the  platform  to  felicitate  Arjuna 

Kama  had  become  a  beggar  in  a  kingdom  of  warriors  the  scum  of 
the  realm  of  valour,  simply  because  he  couldn  t  hit  the  sound 
target  He  did  not  have  the  unerring  arrow  that  would  make  the 
whole  world  shudder  He  alone  gets  respected  who  has  that  arrow 
The  world  values  valour  washes  the  feet  of  Valour  If  you  wish  to 
live  with  honour  then — then  you  will  have  to  pierce  the  sound 
target  Learn  that  skill  no  matter  where  it  is  to  be  had  Then  only 
will  honour  follow,  otherwise  you  II  be  cast  aside,  isolated  Had  I 
jumped  from  the  balcony  face  first  on  the  ground  below,  my 
unfeeling  head  would  not  have  burst  My  helpless  mind  moaned 
What  now,  what  now^  Repeatedly  I  thought  of  leaping  down  head 
first  and  performing  the  cremation  rite  of  cracking  the  corpse’s 
skull  But  truth  IS  cruel  There  are  times  when  it  refuses  to  let  a  man 
die  easily  I  was  born  with  impenetrable  flesh-armour  Who  will 
give  shelter  to  Kama  in  this  land  of  crazy  people^  Only  his  brother 
Shon  My  eyes  circled  the  arena  for  a  glimpse  of  Shon  He  was 
standing  at  the  mam  gate,  wiping  his  eyes  with  his  shawl  His  heart 
was  breaking  to  witness  his  brother’s  fatal,  bitter  defeat  He  needed 
consolation  Slowly  I  descended  the  stairs  of  the  platform 
Guru  Drona  lifted  his  arm  to  place  the  blue  lotus  garland  roun 

Arjuna’sneck  No  end  to  the  universal  applause  ‘Victory  to  Pnnc 

Arjunai  Glory  to  Guru  Drona'"  In  the  meantime,  Grandsire 
Bhishma  took  the  sceptre  from  Maharaja  Dhntarashtra  lifted  it 
'  skywards,  and  in  a  trembling  voice  shouted  Wait'  But  no  one 
heard  him  clearly  in  that  chaos  of  oceanic  noise  Guru  Drona  placed 
the  garland  on  Arjuna’s  neck  Claps  resounded  fiercely  One  by  one 
the  spectators  came  down  the  platform  I  was  so  dazed  that  I 
couldn’t  make  out  if  I  was  alive  or  dead 

Grandsire  Bhishma  was  trembling  incontrollably  8° 
sceptre  of  the  Kauravas  shook  m  h.s  hand  Waving  th=  “P 

sceptre  he  tried  to  attract  the  attention  of  the  crowd  Pnnce  Arjuna 

noticed  this,  and  quickly  raised  his  hand  to  signal  Ihe 
Instantly  the  arena  fell  silent  Pilamaha 

sharpvoicepicrcedtheheartoflhesilcnce  fihcKauravas 

of  Hastinapura'  1,  Bhishma,  son  of  Ganga.  eldes  o  the  Kauravas. 
tell  you  this  Arjuna  is  not  the  supreme  archer  today 
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Hearts  atremble  again  A  web  of  great  confusion  on  the  arena. 
The  citizens  whispered  to  each  other  Someone  shouted, 
“Pitamaha,  tell  us  then,  who’s  the  best  archer'^” 

“Kama  ”  The  Grandsire’s  cloud-booming  voice  entered  every¬ 
one’s  ears  like  an  arrow 

1  and  Shon  were  about  to  emerge  out  of  the  main  gate  when, 
hearing  the  voice,  we  turned  back 

“How’s  that*^"  Guru  Drona  asked  quickly 
‘  Guru  Drona,  your  fondness  for  Arjuna  has  made  you  blind  Not 
just  blind,  but  deaf  too  Excess  fondness  is  a  defect  ” 

“Tell  us,  Pitamaha,  what  happened*^"  came  voices  from  all  sides 
“Only  four  men  in  this  arena  know  how  to  shoot  at  the  sound- 
target  Kama,  then  Drona,  Arjuna,  and  me  ”  Bhishma  said  this 
with  uplifted  arm 

The  spectators  were  by  now  all  gazing  at  Bhishma  alone  That 
gentle  Kuru  exemplar  of  Truth  lashed  at  the  spectators  with  his 
sharp  tongue  The  white  locks  of  his  beard  trembled  as  he  spoke 
*  Of  these  four,  Kama  was,  like  Arjuna,  a  contestant  Because  his 
eyes  were  blindfolded,  he  was  unable  to  see  the  arrow  he  fired  That 
leaves  me,  Arjuna,  and  Drona  But  Arjuna  and  Drona  focused 
their  attention  on  the  barking  dog  They  heard  nothing  else  But  1 
can  assure  you  that  pnor  to  the  bark  of  the  dog  I  heard  a  sweet 
sound  Heroic  Kama  pierced  that  sound  accurately  That  is  why 
that  jewel  precious  garland  should  hang  round  Kama’s  neck 
today  ’’ 

‘What  kind  of  sound,  Pitamaha*^”  Questions  poured  in  from  all 
sides  “What  sound*’  What  sound^"' 

I  recalled  the  time  when  I  had  first  met  him  on  the  bank  of  the  < 
Ganga  He  had  said  then,  “You  are  the  only  person  I  know  who 
arrived  at  the  Ganga’s  bank  before  I  did  ’’  1  was  deeply  moved  I 
thought  Pitamaha,  m  the  whole  of  Hastinapura  you  are  the  first 
humble  and  truth  speaking  person  /  have  met  Blessed  is  such 
dedication  to  truth 

Modulating  his  voice  he  said  in  a  grave  tone  “Before  the  dog 
barked,  a  bird  on  the  tamal  tree  opposite  chirped  after  feeding  her 
chick  Kama  fired  as  soon  as  he  heard  that  chirp  and  hit  her  with 
unernng  aim  She  s  still  there  on  the  tree,  with  the  sharp  arrow  in 
her  mouth  I  can  see  her  clearly  from  here  The  piercing  of  this 
target  is  supenor  to  the  piercing  done  by  Arjuna  Kama  is  the 
supreme  hero  today  ”  He  pointed  a  finger  in  the  direction  of  the 
tamal  Thousands  of  eyes  followed  his  finger 
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A  curious  fowler  ran  towards  the  tree  With  great  skill  he  brought 
back  that  bird,  still  fnghtened  by  the  noise  and  confusion,  and 
placed  her  in  the  hands  of  the  Grandsire,  who  removed  my  sharp 
arrow  embedded  m  the  bird’s  beak  She  chirped  sweetly  again  As 
soon  as  I  heard  her,  the  entire  incident  rushed  back  to  me  He 
released  the  bird  into  the  sky  Chirruping  and  fluttering,  she  flew 
back  to  her  nest  Reverberation  of  claps  everywhere  An  ecstatic 
Shon  embraced  me  at  the  main  gate  Acclamation  on  all  four  sides 
“Victory  to  brave  Kama*”  “Victory  to  Pitamaha  Bhishma*”  The 
entire  arena  seemed  to  be  dancing  like  the  waves  of  the  Ganga 
Somewhere,  a  kokila  tnlled  his  melody  on  the  branches  of  an 
oshoka  In  my  mind  was  a  weird  medley  of  contradictory  feelings 
Sometimes  I  was  filled  with  respect  for  Grandsire  Bhishma,  and 
then  suddenly  I  felt  myself  burning  at  the  thought  of  Guru  Drona 
placing  the  garland  on  Arjuna’s  neck  Sometimes  I  overflowed  with 
love  for  my  loving  brother  who  used  to  wipe  the  tears  from  my  eyes, 
and  the  next  moment  I  was  all  shaking  with  anger  at  Arjuna  who 
dared  to  accept  the  victory  garland  Is  the  mind  a  colour-changing 
chameleon'>  God  alone  knows  When  such  conflicting  emotions 
affect  a  person,  only  one  takes  predominance — and  that  is  anger 
Anger  Anger’s  like  fire  It  flames  up  when  fanned  by  the  wind  of 
anything  contrary  All  tender  feelings  are  burnt  to  ashes  in  that 
massive  conflagration  And  when  this  huge  fire  blazes  up,  it  s  very 
difficult  to  extinguish  My  lips  trembled  in  anger,  my  flesh-ear-nngs 
flamed  red  If  I  was  indeed  the  supreme  hero,  then  what  business 
was  It  of  Arjuna  to  sport  that  blue  lotus  victory  garland''  What  is  the 
point  of  having  a  truth-speaking,  unbiased  judge  like  Pitamaha 
Bhishma  in  a  place  like  this'' 

My  ears  were  assailed  by  words  from  all  sides  “We  are  fortunate 
today  You  will  not  find  an  archer  of  Kama’s  eminence  in  the  whole 
of  Aryavarta  But,  poor  man,  he  never  received  his  due  ” 

How  two-faced  society  can  be'  Always  ready  to  trump  up  this 
person  now,  and  some  useless  person  another  time* 

“Our  eyes  have  been  blessed  today  Never  have  we  seen,  never 
have  we  heard  of  such  target-skill*  But  the  victory  garland  belongs 
to  Kama’s  neck  ” 

Their  shallow  sympathy  was  like  ghee  fuelling  the  fire  of  my 
anger 

My  blood,  rushing  through  my  veins,  seemed  to  be  shouting  at 
me  “You  haven't  been  born.  Kama,  to  bask  m  the  indulgent 
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sympathy  of  the  world  Stand  up.  and  complete  your  undoubted 

\  threw  my  shawl  towards  Shon  and  mixed  with  the  crowd  surging 
towards  the  platform  The  moment  I  climbed  the  platform,  they 
began  waving  their  shawls  wildly  The  arena  had  become  a  festival 
ground  Justice  and  injustice,  truth  and  untruth — no  one  seemed  to 
care  what  all  this  meant  As  soon  as  1  lifted  my  hand  as  a  signal  to 
them  to  wait,  the  multitude,  out  of  affection,  squatted  on  the 

ground  Thousands  of  ears  pricked  up  to  listen  to  my  words  I  raised 

my  hands  and  proclaimed  in  a  loud  voice,  “The  blue  lotus  victory 
garland  has  not  adorned  my  neck  today  My  victory  therefore  is 
incomplete  If  anyone  feels  that  it  needs  to  be  done,  I  am  ready  to 
issue  another  challenge  to  Arjuna  to  meet  me  in  duel  on  this 
platform  Only  a  duel  can  decide  who  is  superior  ” 

1  was  not  looking  for  alms  from  anyone 
The  people  rose  to  their  feet,  and  began  exclaiming,  “Good* 
Good'” 

What  was  Dhritarashtra  going  to  decide*^ — this  was  uppermost  in 
their  minds  A  calm  fell  on  the  place  By  this  time  Acharya  Knpa 
had  risen  from  his  seat  and  hurriedly  ascended  the  platform  He 
glanced  at  me  with  bitter  scorn  After  paying  homage  to  the 
Maharaja,  he  said,  “I  am  Acharya  Knpa,  Gurudeva  of  Kama’s 
class  It  IS  true,  Maharaja,  that  Kama  is  my  disciple  But  I  have  no 
information  about  his  family  Nor  has  he  breathed  a  word  about  his 
lineage  to  anyone  Pnnce  Arjuna  is  born  in  a  Kshatnya  family 
According  to  the  rules  of  war-craft  and  dharma,  only  those  of  the 
same  caste  are  allowed  to  duel  First,  Kama  must  reveal  his  bnlhant 
background  to  this  assembly  of  Hastinapura  citizens  Then  only  will 
Arjuna  decide  if  and  when  to  duel  with  him,  because  the  end  result 
of  a  duel  is  always  victory  or  death  ” 

His  words  punctured  me  with  the  sharpness  of  spear-points 
What  family  background  could  1  name,  standing  on  that  platform 
where  heroic  skill  was  tested'^  Did  1  have  the  courage  to  inform  all 
these  illustrious  descendants  of  the  solar  dynasty  that  I  was  the  son 
of  a  chanoteer"^  For  a  moment  I  was  lost  in  a  welter  of  thoughts 
Lowenng  my  head,  I  pondered  Two  powerful  possibilities  vied  for 
supremacy  One  shouted  “Tell  them,  Kama,  tell  them  with  pnde, 
T  am  Adhiratha  and  Radha’s  son,  the  charioteer’s  son  Kama  I  am 
Shon’s  brother,  Kama  I  am  Kama  the  chanoteer  ’  The  other  said 
‘There  are  only  narrow-minded  people  here  How  will  they  ever 
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accept  the  fact  of  your  caste*^’  They  will  sneer  and  say,  ‘What‘S 
Chanoteer’s  son*^  So  why  is  he  here*^  Pack  him  off  to  the  stables 
My  mind  plant  vacillated  in  the  windy  buffets  of  my  indecision 
My  neck  wilted,  like  a  lotus  under  the  onslaught  of  rain  Someone 
was  climbing  the  platform  Wearily  I  raised  my  head  and  looked  It 
was  Prince  Duryodhana  The  same  imposing  gait  The  same  sharp, 
pointed  nose  The  same  piercing  eyes  He  approached  and  in  words 
that  struck  like  a  whiplash,  with  fists  clenched,  rolling  his  keen  eyes 
and  pacing  around  the  platform,  he  said,  “Gurudeva  Acharya  Knpa 
IS  making  a  cruel  mockery  of  the  contest  Kshatriya*  How  is  Kama 
m  any  way  less  than  a  Kshatnya*^  How  do  the  books  of  dharma 
define  a  Kshatnya'^  He  who  has  powerful  arms —  he  who  rules  his 
own  kingdom — and  he  who  is  born  in  a  royal  family  Kama  has 
made  it  abundantly  clear,  by  the  force  of  his  manly  skill,  that  he  is  a 
Kshatnya  If  this  is  not  sufficient  to  convince  anyone, 
I — Duryodhana — will  prove  that  he  is  indeed  a  Kshatnya  and  that 
the  duel  should  take  place  I,  Pnnce  Duryodhana,  hereby  proclaim 
that,  from  this  instant,  on  this  platform,  in  everyone’s  presence, 
brave,  illustrious  and  valiant  Kama  is,  by  my  authority,  declared 
Raja  of  Anga  From  this  very  moment  the  land  of  Anga,  adjacent  to 
Magadha,  which  was  till  now  in  the  possession  of  the  Kauravas, 
belongs  to  Kama  Kama  is  now  the  Raja  of  Anga 
He  turned  his  strong  neck  and  look  everyone’s  permission  Not  a 
murmur  from  any  side  He  curved  his  thick  eyebrows  even  further 
and  clapped  his  hands  to  summon  an  attendant  In  an  instant  the 
platform  was  crowded  with  attendants  He  gave  them  t  ^ 
instructions  “Fetch  the  throne  ”  “Get  the  lustral  water  Call  the 


pwohita  "  u  I  .f  m 

In  no  time  at  all  a  golden  throne  had  been  placed  on  the  p  a  or  , 

followed  by  the  anointing  water  and  the  royal  vestments,  on  w  ic 
lay  a  gold  crown  and  a  silver  sword  Two  elderly  Brahmins  tra^ 
behind  Flowers  were  distnbuted  to  everyone  present  inc 

fragrance  of  sandalwood  and  musk  oil  spread  ubiquitously  Kctii  ■ 

Ilrums  and  dundhubi  drums  sounded  The  arena  was  ‘ransformeu 
into  an  area  for  the  performance  of  an  auspicious  ceremony 
impossible  to  guess  what  was  going  on  i.it, 

Whispers  everywhere  “We’ve  never  beard  of  a  coronal  on  I  ke 
Ibis  in  the  city  of  Hastinapura  from  the  days  of  Maharaja  Manu  nil 

Ihe  times  of  Maharaja  Dhritarashtra  "  u  .  i—  „rhk 

"Goodi  That  brave  man  is  finally  getting  what  he  ncniy 
deserves  " 
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“But  what  next— what  after  the  coronation  is  over?  What  will  be 
the  outcome  of  the  duel'’” 

After  the  preparations  had  been  made.  Raja  Duryodhana  took 
me  by  my  atm  and  seated  me  on  the  throne.  The  elderly  Brahmins 
began  melodiously  intoning  the  sacred  mantras  Where  a  little  while 
ago  had  been  clapping,  shouts  and  heated  discussion,  there  was  now 
the  echoing  of  mantras  My  head  was  sprinkled  with  sanctifying 
water  from  different  rivets  of  Atyavarta— the  Ganga,  Yamuna, 
Sarasvati,  Smdhu,  Gomati,  and  many  others  On  the  one  hand,  my 
head  was  drenched  with  these  waters,  on  the  other,  my  mind  was 
drenched  with  the  pure  Ganga  of  affection  that  Pnnce  Duryodhana 
had  showered  on  me  How  immediately  helpful  he  was,  how 
generous'  Suppose  he  hadn’t  come  to  my  aid  today ,  what  then?  The 
very  thought  unnerved  me  Kama  had  loved  only  a  few,  very 
carefully  chosen  individuals  his  parents  and  his  brother,  then 
Ashvatthaman,  next  Pitamaha  Bhishma,  and  now  Prince 
Duryodhana  But  Prince  Duryodhana's  case  was  very  different 
from  the  others,  because  he  had  elevated,  with  his  own  hands,  me,  a 
person  fallen  to  the  depths  of  shame  He  had  in  the  twinkling  of  an 
eye  metamorphosed  a  non-entity  into  a  raja  And  Kama  would 
reserve  for  ever  and  ever  a  special  corner  of  his  heart  for  Prince 
Duryodhana  Sitting  on  the  throne,  I  made  up  my  mind  that  this  was 
going  to  be  so 

He  placed  the  golden  crown  on  my  golden  locks,  and  draped  the 
royal  vestments  round  my  shoulders  Lifting  the  silver  sword  high 
above  his  head  and  waving  it,  he  proclaimed  “Kama,  Raja  of 
Anga — '  And  the  others  chomsed  '“Victory  to  him'" 

My  mind  was  filled  with  grateful  respect  for  Duryodhana  for 
showing  such  reckless  courage  An  indescribable  joy  gleamed  in  his 
lotus  eyes  I  wanted  to  embrace  him  tightly  The  citizens  were 
loudly  acclaiming  the  title  bestowed  on  Kama,  “the  Raja  of  Anga  ” 
A  charioteer’s  son  had  become  an  emperor'  Something  that  neither 
Guru  Drona  nor  Acharya  Knpa  could  do  in  six  years,  something 
that  very  likely  they  could  not  have  done  in  a  whole  lifetime,  had 
been  achieved  in  a  flash  today  by  Duryodhana  Mace  hero 
Duryodhana  Pnnce  Duryodhana  Injustice-battling  Duryodhana 
Recogmser-of-valour  Duryodhana  Chhee'  My /ncnd  Duryodhana 
My  dear-as-hfe  companion  Duryodhana  Two  tears  of  intense 
gratefulness  welled  up  m  my  eyes — as  if  they  were  telling 
Duryodhana,  ‘Prince  Duryodhana,  you  have  today  set  a  dust- 
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trodden  lotus  m  a  crown  You  have  picked  up  a  jewel  lying  m  the 
dusi  and  embraced  It  You  have  stood  by  me  in  insult  My  life  now  is 
all  yours,  only  yours  ” 

The  citizens  rained  flower  on  me  from  all  sides  My  heart 
bnmmed  over  with  their  love  Even  if  I  took  part  in  the  duel  now, 
what  did  It  matter‘d  Where  else  would  I  get  the  opportunity  to  meet  a 
noble  death‘s  A  death  for  a  hero  who  has  received  a  flowery  ovation 
A  death  sitting  on  a  throne"^  So,  for  Pnnce  Duryodhana’s  sake  I  will 
fight  the  duel  today  with  all  my  life  I  will  settle  my  six-year-old 
score  My  day-and-night  duel  training  will  find  its  acid  test  today 
The  strength  of  my  arms  will  be  decided  today  Arjuna  will  be 
rendered  lifeless  today 

I  was  in  need  of  another  blessing  too  mymother’s  Ifonlyshehad 
been  present  in  the  arena  today'  1  am  sure  she  would  have  run  to  me 
and  embraced  me  to  her  bosom  She  would  have  repeatedly  kisse 
my  head  and  my  flesh-ear-nngs  in  everyone’s  presenc^ 
exactly  as  she  kissed  me  when  I  was  young  Is  there  any  mother  who 
can  restrain  her  joy  when  she  sees  her  son  crowned  emperor  u 
she  was  absent  today  Only  father  happened  to  be  m  Hastmapura— 
but  where  he  was  in  the  midst  of  all  this  teeming  crow  ,  a  no 


Idea 

My  eyes  surveyed  the  arena  In  the  far  distance,  near  the  mam 
entrance,  stood  father  How  tired  he  looked  Within  six  yearn  all  his 
hair  had  turned  white  His  back  was  bent  His  nec  . 

the  effect  of  old  age  He  stood  there,  supporte  y  ®  .l. 

hand,  with  great  difficulty  What  must  he  be  ‘'l , 

applause  for  his  son"^  How  anxious  he  must  be  to  go 
But  who  was  there  to  assist  him  to  me’  in 

I  glanced  at  Shon  I  think  he  immediately  __-,red  in  the 

my  eyes  Swiftly  he  descended  the  staire  and 

crowd  Pushing  his  way  through  with  both  hands,  e  |g 

Holding  father  by  one  hand,  and  with  the  o^er  X  j 

aside,  he  made  his  way  in  my  direction  my  mind 

was  going  to  announce  my  participation  in  th 
was  eager  to  meet  father  I  needed  his  blessing 

In  no  time  at  all  Shon  brought  father  to  I  e  p  trembling 

Seeing  the  golden  crown  I  was^canng,  h«  ne^ 

h:s7eeT:r.hry"dhe;dT:o'Lrsfe^^^ 

head  Iwasblessed  Two  tear  dropsof  love  fell  on  a  head  that  na 
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already  been  purified  with  the  lustral  waters  of  the  Ganga, 
Yamuna,  Sarasvati  and  other  rivers  Now  truly  had  the  anointing  of 
the  raja  of  Anga  been  fulfilled  What  purer  water  could  there  be 
than  these  two  tear  drops^ 

My  throat  choked  at  the  memory  of  all  the  countless  hardships 
that  he  had  suffered  on  my  account 

He  raised  me  up  and  said  in  a  quavering  voice.  “Kama!” 

1  replied  in  the  same  emotional  tone.  “Pita-jd” 

He  enfolded  me  \n  his  embrace  His  slick  slipped  from  his  hand 
and  fell  The  arena  witnessed  our  embrace  in  breathless  silence.  For 
a  moment  no  one  seemed  to  know  what  was  actually  happening  on 
the  platform  All  were  waiting  patiently  to  witness  the  duel 
Acharya  Knpa  saw  me  call  out  “Pila-ji*”  and  touch  my  father’s 
feet  Immediately  he  came  forward,  raised  his  hand,  and  shouted 
"Kama  is  a  charioteer’s  son  The  question  of  a  duel  between  him 
and  Prince  Arjuna  does  not  arise  Kama  is  the  son  of  the 
Maharaja's  charioteer,  Adhiratha  ” 

Hearing  this,  the  massive-bodied  Bhima  lumbered  up  from 
among  the  group  of  princes  where  he  was  sitting  Twirling  his 
fingers  contemptuously  at  me,  he  said.  “What’s  that  you  said'^ 
Charioteer’s  son’’  What’s  he  doing  among  these  warnors  then'’  Tell 
him  to  do  his  family  business  and  go  brandish  a  whip  Leave  this 
place*  Massage  the  horses  in  the  stables  and  collect  their  dung’ 
What  gives  him  the  right  to  climb  the  illustrious  platform  of  the 
Kaurava  dynasty*’  What  audacity’" 

All  the  princes  burst  out  in  censorious  laughter  The  noise 
mcieascd  everywhere  They  began  whispering  to  each  other 
"Charioteer’s  son’  Charioteer's  son’"  I  anguished,  I  wanted  to 
cry — sitting  on  the  throne 

Those  words,  growing  louder  m  volume  each  lime,  entered  my 
ears  like  flaming  arrow-heads.  "Charioteer’s  son'  Charioteer’s 
son’’ 

Ten,  twenty,  hundred,  thousands  of  voice-arrows  whizzed 
through  the  air  "Charioteer’s  son'  Charioteer’s  son’" 

Had  Hastinapura  lost  the  ability  today  to  discriminate  between 
truth  and  untruth*^  Had  the  flame  of  knowing  justice  from  injustice 
flickered  out  in  Hastinapura  today*’  Was  there  no  one  m  Hastma- 
pura  with  courage  enough  to  hear  the  broken-hearted  cry  of  Kama*’ 
No  one  with  courage  enough  to  see  the  suffering  mind  of  Kama*’ 
The  Hastinapura  of  Maharaja  Manu.  the  Hastinapura  of  famed 
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Nahusha,  the  Hastinapura  of  all-conquering  Yayati,  the  Hastina- 
pura  of  Shantanu,  Dushyanta  and  Bharata — the  Hastinapura  of 
those  gurus  whose  memory  is  still  green  m  the  minds  of  its  citizens, 
the  gurus  who  had  only  recently  departed  to  the  land  of  the 
hereafter — why  was  that  Hastinapura  so  cold  and  lacklustre  today 
Why  did  that  Hastinapura  lack  confidence  to  battle  boldly  with 
injustice  today‘s  The  injustice  done  to  Kama  the  insult  shown  to  a 
warrior  on  the  rostrum  for  heroes  Today  truth  was  being  butc  ere 
on  the  altar  of  lies  in  the  sacrificial  ceremony  of  pride,  and  the 
followers  of  dharma — Vidura,  Dhritarashtra,  and  Pitama  a 
Bhishma — were  tolerating  it  with  bowed  heads  When  wi  t  ey 
speak  upt  What  will  they  say’  Why  ate  they  silent’  Putting  aside  all 
my  respectful  feelings  for  them  for  a  moment,  I  felt  constrained  o 
ask  them  if  they  were  born  merely  to  wear  a  golden  crown  and  sit  on 
a  high  seat’  Were  you  born  merely  to  nde  m  chariots  pu  e  y  swi 
and  proud  horses  on  the  roads  of  Hastinapura’  Why  were  you  si  en 
today’  Why  don’t  you  dare  use  your  voices  to  protest  this 
to  Kama’  If  subjects  cannot  turn  with  hope  to  their  pmh.rc 
can  they  turn  to’  With  full  expectation  1  kept  g^mg  at  the  mem 

of  the  royal  family.  Not  a  word  from  them  °'ees  r 

“Charioteer’s  son'  Charioteer’s  son'"  With  ele  cheJ JisUJhe 
people  were  shouting  violently  in  the  direction 
“Charioteer’s  son’  Massager  of  horses’ 

What  a  mad  world  it  is'  A  minutes  ago  it  ^ 

pinnacle  of  glory,  hymned  his  praises  so  1°“  V  wanted  to  fling 
already  started  denigrating  him  My  head  ^  ir  ^ 
my  crown  m  the  dust  of  Hastinapura  Stuffing  my 

myearsandpressmgmyearswithmypamsIhW 

head  My  Gurudeva  was  standing  m  the  sky  “  viimrously 
grasping  his  countless  ray-hke  fingers  and  sha  J"®  ^  In 

andclingingtoihem,5aid,  "Gurudeva,  you  cited  iod.iv- Why 

spite  of  your  presence,  1  have  been  grievous  y  m  jjjs 

was  I  made  a  charioteer’  Is  it  my  fault  citizens  of 

anyone  ever  been  able  to  choose  ,  qJ  (,,5  guru  What 

Haslmapuratodayarcbelittlingasiudent  Whcrecan 

shall  1  do’They’rehurtmgme,h-«.ngmefro^^ 

1  hide  I  covered  my  face  with  both  han  •  carlh- 

ncar-dcath.  I  wanted  the  platform  to  crack  pe 
v«onib  lo  swallow  me  up 
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A  tumult  somewhere  made  me  raise  my  head.  All  the  attendants 
were  rushing  to  the  royal  ladies’  enclosure.  One  ran  up  to  the 
platform.  Panting,  he  whispered  to  blue-skinned  Arjuna  wearing 
the  blue-lotus  garland,  “Pnnce,  the  Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi  has 
fainted  ”  Arjuna  flung  away  his  garland  and  ran  down  the  platform 
to  the  enclosure.  The  spectators  were  shouting  all  this  while: 
“Charioteer’s  son'” 

Intending  to  fling  aside  my  crown  and  leave,  accompanied  by 
father,  I  touched  the  crown.  1  felt  someone  patting  my  back.  It  was 
Duryodhana  Stroking  my  back  with  his  left  hand,  and  lifting  his 
right  hand  in  a  clenched  fist,  he  said,  “Be  careful.  Kama  is  the  raja 
of  Anga  Duryodhana’s  fnend  I  will  grind  underfoot  any  haughty 
heads  that  make  fun  of  him  as  a  charioteer  Kama  is  no  longer 
Kama,  he  is  Kama,  the  king  of  Anga  He  is  Pnnce  Duryodhana’s 
friend  ”  His  lotus  eyes  emitted  fire  In  a  high-pitched  voice  he  said 
again,  “This  arena  is  reserved  for  the  illustrious  heroes  of  the 
Kaurava  dynasty  No  insult  to  any  warrior  will  be  tolerated  here. 
Today’s  events  are  over  The  citizens  can  go  home  ’’  Without 
glancing  in  the  direction  of  Guru  Drona,  he  concluded  the  day’s 
programme 

The  citizens  rose,  preparing  to  leave  The  blue-lotus  garland  was 
crushed  under  their  feet  The  garland  of  invincibility — trodden  into 
dust' 

Overwhelmed  with  emotion,  I  embraced  Duryodhana  From 
today  Kama  was  Prince  Duryodhana’s  friend  His  strength,  body, 
mind,  weapons-knowledge — all  were  at  the  service  of  Prince 
Duryodhana  Taking  his  hand  in  mine  and  pressing  it  warmly,  1 
said,  “King  1,  Kama,  Raja  of  Anga,  give  you  my  word  today — to 
you  only — that  1  will  faithfully  be  with  you  all  my  life  with  the  same 
determined  Meru-like  strength  with  which  you  have  helped  me 
today  I  will  give  up  my  life ,  but  1  will  not  swerve  from  my  loyalty  ” 
He  stared  for  a  moment  at  my  flesh-ear -rings.  The  citizens  had  all 
left  The  arena  was  empty  I,  Shon,  Duryodhana  and  father  de¬ 
scended' the  platform  Hoping  to  make  my  final  namaskara  to  the 
setting  sun ,  1  gazed  westwards  A  black  cloud  had  shrouded  the  sun 
In  the  fading  darkness  the  small  contesting  arenas  in  the  amphi¬ 
theatre  assumed  weird  shapes  The  horses  in  the  equestrian  arena 
circled  aimlessly  The  garland  which  Shon  had  placed  on  the  royal 
Kaurava  crest  was  still  there,  but  all  withered  The  Kaurava 
pennant  was  not  fluttering  though,  it  was  still 
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1  couldn't  sleep  that  night,  as  on  other  days.  The  incidents  from 
the  morning  kept  dancing  before  my  eyes.  What  an  "J* 

taken  place  in  a  single  day!  That  I  was  a  charioteer-why  did  Wat 
fact  have  to  be  so  painful  to  me  today?  After  all,  what  is  a  a, 
of  Time?  Isn’t  he  a  charioteer  too?  He  whips  the  human  horses 
such  incredible  speeds!  I  would  never  have  heheved  an  astrologe 
who  predicted  the  events  of  today.  But  the  events  i  a  p  • 
First,  the  people  applauded  heroic  Kama,  and  then  mm  , 
the  charioteer’s  son.  Whom  others  called  charioteer,  y 
called  friend.  Duryodhana!  Extraordinarily  ^  ^  j 

he  the  only  one  to  think  of  taking  revenge  for  the  I  had 

received?  Because  he  loved  me,  or  because  he  h®  ®d  Ar]“"a^  UJ 
was  it  because  he  was  angry  with  Bhima.  A  w  i  e 
crawled  out  of  the  fissure  of  my  mind.  I  tossed  a  "'Sh  ^ 

restless.  Sleep  simply  would  not  ^  ^  ^  often  I 

nervous  calf  frightened  by  a  loud  noise.  No  matter  how  often 

called,  she  refused  to  enter  the  cowpen  of  ^  The  full  moon 
1  came  out  from  my  room  in  the  mihtaiy  aca  y. 
was  showering  the  earth  with  silvery  radiance  f  ^er  poj.  ine 
distant  star  Arundhati  watched,  with  cleared 

generosity  lavished  by  the  moon  on  the  ea  .  1  caressed  my 
Of  the  cl/uds  of  doubt.  The  my  — 

shoulders  and  seemed  to  say.  Come,  se  7 

ters  are  dancing  in  silver  dresses.  nut  of  the  academy. 

I  wrapped  the  shawl  around  myself  an  Occasionally  1  heard 

Right  behind  the  academy  flowed  the  S  ’  ^  ashoka.  1 

a  red  sheldrake  flapping  its  wmgs  on  ,  spectacular  wit- 

reached  the  tranquil  bank  of  'h=  Gang^  What  a^specta 
ness!  How  many  generations  of  We  calmly  reflected 

observed!  How  many  remarkable  change  „„cd  at  her  silvery 
in  her  waters!  I  sat  on  a  black  swne  ledge  and^g^®d  a.  h 

lovely  form.  I  heard  a  gurgling  sound  a  ,,  pight  to  fetch 

bent  over  the  Ganga’s  waters.  Who  had  come  at  mgn 
water?  1  shouted,  “Who’s  there?  shoulder,  slowly 

The  form,  carrying  a  water  p  hurlv,  tall  individual 

approached  me.  My  curiosity  deepc  ’  lean  his  head 

stood  in  front  of  me.  The  pot  on  hisshou  j,  js.  As  soon  as  he 

,  to  one  side.  He  was  steadying  the  pot  with  l^th  hands,  /vs 
came  near  me,  he  said,  “I  am  Satyasena. 
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“Satyasena'”  I  began  rooting  through  the  fabric  of  memory  A 
stray  thread  was  in  my  grasp,  but  I  couldn’t  be  certain  of  what  and 
where  It  seemed  to  me  that  I  had  certainly  heard  the  name  of 
Satyasena  somewhere  1  asked  again,  “Satyasena  who?" 

‘Satyasena,  the  charioteer  from  Prayag  " 

Prayag’  The  confluence  of  the  Ganga  and  the  Yamuna!  My 
curiosity  grew  1  asked  once  more,  “At  this  lime  of  night,  in 
Hastinapura,  on  the  bank  of  the  Ganga— Why'’" 

“1  had  heard  of  the  fame  of  the  Kaurava  Maharaja  Dhntarashtra. 

1  came  here  in  the  hope  that  my  chanol*skill  will  be  appreciated  m 
Hastinapura  My  sister  Vnshali  and  my  mother  have  come  with 
me  ” 

“Vnshah'”  The  word  came  out  of  my  bps  with  graceful  case. 
“Yes  We  had  hoped  to  be  here  during  daylight  But  one  of  our 
horses  sprained  his  leg  in  the  thick  forest  of  Kampilya,  and  wc  were 
forced  to  slow  down  We  have  just  arrived  here  ” 

“Has  the  hospitality  of  Hastinapura  so  fallen  that  you  have  been 
reduced  to  fetching  water  at  this  time  of  night?" 

‘No,  that’s  not  so  We  are  not  staying  with  anyone  I  don’t  know 
anyone  here  I  have  left  mother  and  sister  in  the  precincts  of  the 
Vishnu  Mandir  The  travel  had  made  mother  very  thirsty,  and  so  I 
came  here  for  water  But,  sir,  who  are  you'’" 

“I  m  no  Sir,  I’m  Kama,"  I  removed  his  misconception 
“Kama'’  You  mean  uncle  Adhiraiha  of  Chanipanagan  ”  He 
said  this  staring  at  my  flesh-ear-rings 
“Yes,  I’m  his  sow  ’’ 

He  kept  repeatedly  looking  at  my  flesh-ear-nngs,  though  he  h  ad 
difficulty  doing  so  because  of  the  pot  on  his  shoulder  I  said,  “You 
can  go  If  you  can  make  it,  meet  me  tomorrow  at  the  military 
academy  " 

Steadying  the  pot,  he  left,  the  sand  squelching  under  his  feet 
Gusts  of  cool  breeze  brushed  against  me  To  prevent  the  shawl  from 
slipping,  I  flung  one  end  of  it  over  my  right  shoulder  and  across  my 
back  I  felt  something  strike  against  my  back  What  could  it  be'’  I 
pulled  back  the  shawl  end  and  examined  it  Something  tied  m  a 
knot  Eagerly  I  opened  it  A  shard  of  a  broken  pot  I  had  hurriedly 
draped  an  old  shawl  when  leaving  ray  room  For  an  instant  I  felt  like 
throwing  the  shard  away — ^but  1  checked  myself  Playing  with  it,  I 
walked  back  home,  the  sand  squelching  under  my  feet 
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The  next  dayIkeptalook-outforSatyasena.HedJdn^^^^^^ 

Why  he  did  not  come,  and  also  to  find  out  if  all 
dspatched  Shorn  to  the  Vishnu  Temple.  touching.  A  little 

The  story  he  told  a  hU  "her,  as  a 

after  Satyasena  returned  from  ’  „„n,itine  blood.  She 

consequence  of  the  travail  Vishnu  Mandir,  leaving 

passed  away  in  the  sacred  f 

her  two  children  to  the  care  of  Lor  is  .  ^  ^.^1^ 

Satyasena  was  del  initely  in  need  .  ?V this  time.  All  alone 

the  instruction  that  fie  bring  -ys,  a  coincidence  that  we 

in  the  massive  city  of  Hastinapura.  it’s  coincidences 

two  met  last  night  on  the  bank  "f  ‘he  Ganga.  U  s  com 
anyway  that  dictate  what  a  man  has  to  do  m  life.  And  m 
credit  for  doing  what  he  does. 
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1 

The  wet  nurse  asks,  “Why  are  you  so  sad, 
Maharani-]!'^”  How  can  I  tell  her  the  reason  for  my  sadness'^  How 
many  stormy  turnings  my  life  has  taken!  And  what  is  the  signifi¬ 
cance  of  all  these  turnings'^  Who  makes  human  beings  take  these 
turnings'^  Who’s  in  charge  of  such  proceedings?  Is  man  just  one 
more  creature  trapped  in  the  trammels  of  fate’’ 

Here  I  am,  standing  today  m  the  hall  of  the  palace,  surrounded  by 
multifarious  oppulence  Servants  and  maids  stand  ever^ready  to 
satisfy  my  every  whim  All  Hastinapura  honours  me,  bowing  its 
head  at  my  feet  and  proclaiming,  “Raj-  mata’  The  Queen  Mother!” 
Why  should  I  feel  unhappy  when  1  have  a  pious  son  like 
Yudhishthira,  a  stalwart  son  like  Bhima,  and  a  son  like  Arjuna  so 
close  to  the  hearts  of  the  people'^  What  woman  in  the  world  could 
expect  more  than  this*’  Who  wouldn’t  be  proud  of  a  life  like  this*^  In 
the  eyes  of  the  world  haven’t  I  achieved  the  pinnacle  of  success*^ 
What  IS  known  as  happiness,  surely  cannot  be  anything  but  this 
But  how  can  that  be*^  It  cannot  be  that  happiness  is  dependent  on 
such  external  factors  When  the  mind  is  at  peace,  then  only  is  life 
happy  I  am  the  Queen  Mother,  and  m  this  splendid  palace,  and  yet 
my  mind  is  ill  at  ease  Just  one  deniable  incident,  like  an  ugly  rat, 
has  gnawed  away  at  my  vesture,  night  after  night 

Whenever  1  stand  here  in  this  hall  as  1  am  doing  now  and  gaze  at 
that  magnificent  mam  door  of  the  palace,  my  mind,  like  a  dry  leaf 
tossed  in  a  storm,  flies  away  to  some  far  distance,  and  it  returns  to 
the  cage  of  my  body  bringing  back  with  it  fifty  years  of  my  life  Fifty 
bygone  years  '  How  many  days  has  Kunti  passed  as  Kunti  during 
these  fifty  years? — ^Not  one  Such  a  long  lime,  fifty  years,  and  yet 
how  miserly  and  how  lifeless  In  these  fifty  years  Time  has  not 
provided  Kunti  one  day  that  she  could  call  her  own.  In  these  fifty 
years  Time  has  strapped  my  neck  with  attractively-named,  multi¬ 
coloured  nooses  and  whirled  me  about  as  he  desired,  whichever  side 
he  wanted  me  to  move 
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From  the  cloudy  sky  of  my  mind  the  rain  of  remembered  life 
pours  down  incessantly.  Sometimes  the  downpour  is  so  torrentia 
fear  its  repeated  blows  will  simply  pulvense  me.  ^ 

What  has  not  happened  in  these  fifty  years!  Chhee. 
nothing  that  memorable.  There’s  nothing  that  a  Kshatnya  a 
me  would  eagerly  like  to  recall.  But  the  mind  is  a  strange  thing, 
more  you  enslave  it,  the  more  it  becomes  free.  ....  .. 

In  these  fifty  years,  I  have  been  three  different  Kuntis  Imng  three 
different  lives,  none  comparable  in  any  way  with  the  ot 
similarity  between  any  of  the  three.  These  three  ^  . 

distinct  from  each  other.  Sometimes  they  stare  fixe 
other,  and  question  each  other  as  if  they  were  strangers, 
you?  Who?  Arriy  who  are  you?” 

From  this  hall  I  can  see  the  distant  G^ga-  I  ^ 
remind  me  of  Mathura,  and  of  my  childhood,  whic  w  ^  ^ 

the  Yamuna....  Yes,  and  then,like  words  released  from^^^^^^ 

it  never  came  back  to  me  again.  But  its  memones  are  y 

‘"SSodmeansadrcle  of  fragrant  joy.Chil^ 

hopes,  clear  crystal  colours,  where  no  ® 

Noenvy, nojealousy.  Childhoodisacupofcoo  joutney 

provides  in  advance  to  a  person  about  to  embark  on  a  journey 
through  the  desert  of  life.  .  .  ,  .  ..v  mvself  why 

Whenever  I  remember  now  my  M®**’'*”  Maharaja 

did  I  ever  grow  up.  Why  did  I  step  out  of  th  y 

'^Tastlfed  Pritha  then,  the  Pritha  who  ch^ 

palace  gardens  in  Mathura,  the  Pntha  hjnssoms  for  the 
Yamuna’s  waters,  the  Pritha  who  strung  va  pritha?  Yes. 

worship  of  the  Sun-God — the  gentle  and  pure  •  ^ 

Pritha.  Not  the  slightest  pain  or  »tro«  '““ched 
brought  up  in  the  loving  care  of  my  the  Brave 

Mathura.  He  was  what  his  name  ‘"‘*‘“**;  .  Yadava  clan.  1  will 

One,  strong  and  determined.  He  bclonge 

always  be  proud  of  him.  No  sooner  do  I  thmic 
handsome  frame  appears  in  front  of  .  im?  j  remember 

Was  there  ever  a  wish  of  mine  that  he  n°‘ was 
clearly  the  strange  request  I  once  made.  i  .  I 

astonished,  and  he  replied;  “Prilhc,  a  l^w-for  a  giri.  ^  ky* 

^k  for  Hov^ers,  for  gold  ornaments. 
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Of  course  I  didn’t  listen  to  his  words  Fed  up,  in  the  end  he  got  me 
a  bow  If  by  any  chance  anyone  had  placed  the  twinkling  stars  of  the 
sky  in  my  hands,  calling  them  the  fruits  of  the  precious  medicinal 
herb  karanjava — I  would  have  pointbiank  refused  to  part  with  my 
bow  m  exchange  Bow  in  hand,  I  danced  into  the  palace  garden  I 
started  shooting  arrows  at  random  at  trees  right  and  left  A  female 
palraradia  bird  atop  a  vakiila  tree  kept  irritating  me  with  ceaseless 
shrieking  Distracted  by  her,  I  was  unable  to  shoot  straight  1  lost 
my  temper,  and  a  gruesomely  pleasing  thought  entered  my  head  If 
only  1  knew  how  to  shoot  straight,  I  would  have  fired  direct  into  the 
bird’s  beak  to  stop  her  insistent  shrieks 

2 


One  evening  as  usual ,  I  was  playing  in  the  palace  garden  A  maid 
called  Chandrika  was  culling  full-blown  flowers  for  puja,  and  I  was 
running,  hands  raised,  after  an  iridescent,  intoxicated  little  butter¬ 
fly  fluttering  here  and  there  Chandrika  called  out  to  me,  very 
loudly 

‘Rajkuman,  quick,  come  here  '  Look  at  this  enchanting  sight'” 

I  stopped  pursuing  the  butterfly  and  ran  towards  Chandrika  She 
was  standing  under  an  ashoka^  eagerly  waiting  for  me,  secretively 
holding  something  1  danced  up  to  her,  curious  to  find  out  what  she 
was  hiding  As  soon  as  I  came  close  to  her,  she  opened  her  palm 
slowly  What  was  m  her  palm*^  A  new-born  baby  lark,  opening  its 
sweet  little  beak  and  cheeping  for  help,  its  small  rose-hooded  eyes 
wide  with  fear  and  constantly  blinking,  its  tiny  neck  craned  upwards 
for  expected  succour  It  was  a  pitiful  sight 

1  asked  Chandrika,  ‘Where  did  you  find  this  bird*^  You’re 
wicked’  Its  mother  will  tire  herself  out  searching  for  her  baby  I 
don’t  like  it  at  all’  Go,  free  it  this  very  instant’” 

Suddenly,  hearing  my  scolding,  all  her  enthusiasm  dampened 
Flustered,  she  stammered  out  the  truth  “I — I  didn’t  bring  it  from  its 
nest,  princess  I  found  it  flying  by  itself  on  the  grass  Must  be,  its 
nest  is  on  this  ashoka  tree  itself  ” 

I  peered  through  the  thick  leaves  to  find  its  nest,  but  m  vain  I 
couldn’t  decide  what  to  do  The  little  bird  repeatedly  raised  its  neck 
I  thought  suddenly  of  father  I  turned  and  ran  to  the  palace  I 
remember  vividly  taking  three  steps  at  a  time  up  the  stairs  Father 
had  just  returned  from  the  town  of  Bhojpura,  and  hadn’t  even 
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changed  Near  him  stood  a  guest  He  stared  hard  at  me  My 
excitement  abated  a  little  under  his  stare,  but  he  realised  I  was 
bursting  to  say  something  He  said,  “Prithe,  don’t  be  bashful  I  m 
no  stranger  I  am  Kuntibhoja,  your  father’s  cousin,  his  aunt  s  son 
Am,  I’m  your  uncle  ”  . 

I  recovered,  stepped  forward,  clutched  father  s  fingers,  pu  e 
him  towards  me,  and  said,  “Father,  come  to  the  garden  with  me 
have  something  to  show  you  ’’ 

He  got  the  impression  that  it  was  something  important  Placing 
his  hand  on  my  shoulder  and  glancing  in  th  direction  of  his  guest,  e 
said,  “Come  Kuntibhoja,  let’s  see  what  this  little  girl  has  to  show 

Seeing  the  three  of  us  approaching,  Chandnka  was 
She  was  holding  a  basket  of  flowers  in  one  hand  and  the  lost  y 
bird  in  the  palm  of  the  other,  and  she  couldn’t  adjust  her  shaw 
properly  She  stood  there,  perplexed,  with  head  bowe  ,  i  e 

We  stood  under  the  ashoka  I  scooped  the  bird  from  * 

hand  I  can  still  recall  the  warm  feel  of  the  htde  creature  Sh^'' 
‘0  father,  I  explained,  “Its  nest  is  up  there,  but  it 
accidentally  Its  mother  must  be  frantic  Please  res 

He  looked  at  me  curiously  and  said,  “Why,  •• 

feel  for  her  baby’’  No  mother  should  go  too  far  from 
“She  probably  went  to  get  grub  for  it,  I  sai 
He  stared  at  me.  smiled,  and  looked 
attendants  were  near  There  was  no  one  in  the  6“^^'  ^ 

was  slowly  falling  The  bird  was  cheeping  restlessly  y  ^ 

■f  desperLly  aLous  to  rest  in  the  warm  haven  of  a  fcathc^ 
maternal  breast  1  couldn’t  bear  it  any  longer.  ..,501  of  my 
please  hurry.  See  how  restless  it  is-  He  S“0ssed  the  «.en.  of  my 
grief,  and  said,  “Bnng  it  here  I’ll  restore  it  to  its  nest 

“In  the "mommgv  How  will  it  survive  without  ns  mother  till  thenv 

,o  .-0  J"-! 

>ou  so  slubbom'>  There’s  not  a  single  .  ...j  jon-ht  m 

^CMorc  It  to  us  nest  right  now'^  Sec  that  It’s 

>“ur  soft  bed  Feed  it  gram  and  waicr^  And 
^bai  u’s  returned  to  its  nest,  all  right? 
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“But  you  are  here,  father!  What  need  is  there  of  an  attendant''  If 
It  isn’t  placed  right  back  m  its  nest  this  very  moment,  I  won’t  go  back 
to  the  palace  I’ll  sit  here,  with  the  bird,  all  night  through  ” 

Father  sard  to  Kuntibhoja,  “How  do  I  explain  anything  to  this 
girP  She's  so  stubborn  ” 

He  said,  “Shurasena,  you  may  be  the  raja  of  Mathura,  but  how 
does  that  affect  this  little  girP  She'll  carry  on  behaving  like  this  m 
front  of  you  ”  He  turned  to  me  and  said,  “Hand  me  the  bird,  child 
rU  return  it  to  its  mother  Does  that  make  you  happy?’’ 

He  stepped  forward  to  take  the  bird  from  me  Father  also 
advanced  and,  gently  removing  the  bird  from  my  hand,  said, 
“Kuntibhoja,  you  are  a  guest  How  can  you  climb  a  tree  so  long  as  I 
am  here*^  Will  anyone  honour  me  as  the  raja  of  Mathura  after  that? 
Or  as  father  of  Prithu'^” 

Father  removed  his  shawl  and  sandals  and  placed  them  on  the 
grass  Quickly  he  strode  towards  the  ashoka,  and  clambered  up  like 
a  squirrel  A  little  later  he  shouted  from  above,  “Child,  I’ve  found 
the  nest’’’  Restonng  the  bird,  he  began  climbing  down  I  clapped 
joyfully  1  was  so  proud  of  father  that  day  1  made  up  my  mind  that  I 
would  never  ever  refuse  father  anything 
He  leapt  down  A  toad  of  doubt  plopped  m  my  mmd  I  held  his 
hand  and  quickly  asked,  “But  Pita-ji,  you’re  sure  it  was  the  right 
nest,  wasn’t  it*’” 

Placing  a  hand  on  my  shoulder  he  replied,  “You  silly  thing,  you 
think  1  don’t  even  know  that  much‘s  There  were  five  other  little 
birds  in  that  nest,  just  like  your  bird  ’’ 

We  returned  to  the  palace  m  the  fading  dusk 
‘  Shurasena,  what  a  sweet  girl  you  have,”  Maharaja  Kuntibhoja 
of  Bhojpura  caressed  my  head  and  said  to  father 
That  night  I  had  dream  after  dream  of  that  lost  little  bird 
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Next  day  father  and  Maharaja  Kuntibhoja  sat  in  the  chanot  for 
the  return  journey  to  Bhojpura  I  approached  father  to  ask  him  to 
bnngblue  lotuses  for  me,  and  he  said,  Come  with  us,  Pnthe,  we’re 
taking  you  to  Bhojpura  ’  I  stared  at  him  in  astonishment,  because  I 
had  never  been  out  of  Mathura  in  my  life  This  was  the  first  time 
father  had  asked  me  to  accompany  him  on  a  journey  I  had  no  idea 
where  Bhojpura  was,  or  what  kind  of  city  it  was  I  stood  there, 
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dumbfounded  I  had  never  been  scolded  by  father  before,  but  now 
he  said  sternly,  “Didn’t  you  hear  me,  Pnthe'^  Come,  quickly 
I  sat  down,  with  head  bowed,  m  the  chanot  I  didn’t  even  get  a 
chance  to  say  farewell  to  mother  I  was  on  the  point  of  going  to  er, 
but  father  stopped  me  What  will  mother  say  when  I  return 

I  thought  Dearest  mother,  forgive  me  I  am  leaving  the  palace 

without  your  darshan,  without  your  blessing  1  am  going  ou  oj 
Mathura  I  am  leaving  Yamuna  behind 
Chandnka  was  watenng  tlie  flowers  m  the  garden  e  wave 
farewell  She  wanted  to  ask,  “Where  are  you  going,  pnncess  o 
she  was  only  a  maid  and  she  dare  not  appear  in  ron  o 
monarch 


Ten  days  later  we  reached  Bhojpura  in  the  evening  It  was 
town,  but  very  pretty  Hiked  the  place  j  th*.  mval 

I  had  the  .mpresston  that  we  would  be  welcomed  by  the  royal 
ladies  at  the  palace  with  the  ceremonial  arati  gree  i  g,  j 
was  the  custL  m  Mathura  But  we  were  greeted  by  an  ordinary 
maid  in  Bhoipura  I  was  puzzled  by  this  . ,  f  the 

We  entere'J^  by  the  mam  gate  I  w^^^^^^^^VsmaSmdln  m 
wide  open  space  in  front  of  the  palace  The  nalace  was 

one  corner4therw.se  the  whole  area  was  ^  P^Jd 
"Striking  It  faced  the  east  I  heard  that  the  op  P 

for  army  inspections  „„„  all  I  kept  remem- 

Eight  days  passed  in  Bhojpura  m  no  tim  -other  On  the 
benng  Mathura,  constantly  thinking  of  my  readied  for 

ninth  day  father  instructed  that  ‘he  chjmot  1^  „ 

departure  I  was  drowned  in  memones  of  Mathura  bu^  ^ 

went  back  to  Mathura  again  I  wanted  summoned  me 

Before  climbing  into  the  chanot,  father  said, 

Maharaja  Kuntibhoja  was  present  Pom  g  father  and 

“Pnlhe,  you  will  slay  here  from  today 
mother  “ 

1  couldn’t  make  out  what  he  meant  fearful  forest  I 

Kelt  like  a  sleeping  child  uken  and  str 

knew  no  one  here  If  someone  in  Bh°lP“rn  “  ‘  j  here  was 
direction  Mathura  lay,  I  could  no.  have  “W  h“^^ 
father  clearly  saving,  “You  will  hasc  to  s  ay 


in 


Mrilyunjaya 


Was  he  making  fun  of  me*?  My  child-mmd  instantly  filled  with 
fear  and  suspicion  Why  should  I  stay  here'>  If  he  didn’t  like  me.  he 
could  take  me  back  with  him  to  Mathura  and  leave  me  there 
wherever  he  liked  I  would  be  content  But  how  was  it  possible  for 
me  to  stay  all  by  myself  in  this  aty‘>  Do  elders  behave  so  cruelly 
sometimes'^  The  father  who  presented  me  with  a  bow,  the  father  who 
sat  me  next  to  him  sweetly  saying  “Pnlhu,  Pnthu.”  the  father  who 
clambered  up  a  tree  like  a  squirrel  because  I  asked  him  to— could 
that  father  he  and  deceive'^  Or  was  it  that  1  was  stubborn ,  and  he  had 
discovered  a  special  way  of  teaching  me  a  lesson‘d  1  asked  tearfully, 
“Why,  father*^  Why  should  I  stay  hcre*^  For  what  reason'^  Don’t  you 
like  me*^  If  so,  take  me  back  to  Mathura,  and  leave  me  there, 
anywhere  you  like  I’ll  never  be  stubborn  again,  I  promise,  not  even 
by  mistake  ” 

“It’s  not  that,  Pnthu  I  realty  love  you  But  to  Kuntibhoja  I 
gave  word  to  this  cousin  ’’  His  voi<»  sounded  thick  He  thumped 
my  shoulder  as  he  said  this  This  was  my  first  expenence  of  his 
choking  voice 

My  child*mind  reeled  under  the  assault  of  doubts  and  fears  What 
more  was  there  left  to  hear*^  Promise'’  What  promise'’  Promise 
given  to  whom*’  And  why'’  What  is  a  promise  anyway'’  In  my 
perplexity  I  asked,  ‘What  promise*’’’ 

“Listen,”  he  said  heavily,  “Twelve  years  ago  Kuntibhoja  and  I 
went  hunting  near  Bhojpura  We  roamed  in  the  forests  of  the 
Nishadha  hill  but  saw  no  game  Exhausted,  we  returned  Outside 
the  town,  we  and  our  horses  drank  water  from  a  nver,  and  relaxed 
under  the  luxuriantly  leafy  sal  trees  Kuntibhoja  looked  very 
depressed  that  day  I  thought  it  was  the  fruitless  hunt  that  had  made 
him  sad  I  did  ask,  ‘Kuntibhoja,  why  are  you  so  sad  today*’’  He  kept 
looking  at  me  I  took  his  hand  in  mine,  and  said  affectionately,  ‘Tell 
me  everything,  king  Sadness,  shared,  is  sadness  reduced  ’  He 
replied,  ‘Shurasena  we  went  hunting  today  But  isn’t  man  also  a 
hunted  animal — of  Fate ,  that  is*’  Ah ,  what  a  burden  rfiy  childless  life 
has  become  for  me'  Fame  and  glory  without  a  son  is  like  the  sky 
without  the  sun  I  just  want  to  hand  over  this  prosperous  kingdom  to 
my  general  and  retire  to  the  Himalayas 

“I  squeezed  his  hand  and  replied,  ‘That’s  all,  is  it*’  Raja 
Kuntibhoja,  I,  Shurasena,  the  Yadavamonarch  of  Mathura,  hereby 
tell  you  that  I  will  give  my  first-born  to  you  You  are  a  Kshatnya, 
and  you  must  never  think  of  giving  up  your  kingdom  ’” 
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“Overjoyed,  he  embraced  me  We  rode  back  to  the  aty,  where  I 
stayed  a  few  days  before  returning  to  Mathura  You  were  bom  that 
year  itself  Prithe,  Raja  Kuntibhoja  is  that  same  cousin  of  mine^ 
Child,  I  have  to  keep  my  word — ^and  you  have  to  do  your  duty 
I  was  looking  at  both  of  them  through  half-closed  eyes  Nowhere 
in  his  speech  did  I  hear  the  word  “promise”,  so  I  asked.  Father, 
what  is  this  thing  called  ‘promise’’” 

Instantly  he  turned  and  replied,  “‘Promise’  means  to  fuia  what¬ 
ever  you  have  said  Child,  I  did  tell  Kuntibhoja  that  I  will  give  you  to 
him  ”  Tears  welled  up  in  his  eyes 
My  father  who  had  scrambled  up  an  ashoka  for  me  was  weeping 

today  because  he  had  to  keep  his  word  That  day,  under  the  or  o  , 

I  Kad  made  up  my  mind  that  I  would  never  deny  him  anything  l  nat 
he  should  cry  on  account  of  me'  I  steadied  myself,  stepjie 
him,  and  said,  “Father,  if  you  say  so,  I  will  ''“y 
don’t  cry  Don’t  feel  sad  ”  He  pressed  me  to  his  heart  ™ 
frame  shook  like  a  trembling  pipal  He  said  °  alMve 

Kuntibhoja,  “King,  take  care  of  this  gift  which  I  have 
hfe  Itself  Even  her  mother  does  not  know  that  I  havo  hrou^" 
here  with  me  Had  she  known,  she  would  never  have 
leave  Mathura  ”  „  j  ..v,  He 

I  remembered  mother  and  my  heart  overflow  w  ^  ^ 

unsheathed  his  sword  Its  sharp  blade  flashed  He  ii 

thumb  along  the  keen  edge,  a  trickle  of  bloo  gheath- 

smeared  on  my  forehead  I  still  remember  ‘ha‘ "'arm  touch  Sheat^ 
mg  the  sword,  he  cupped  my  face  m  both  *’“"  ®  jorge,  ,ius 

tier,  Pnthe,  you  area  Kshatnya  kings  daugh  Thetikaof 

Promise  you  won’t’”  He  bent  and  kissed  my  TOe  ^a 

blood  got  rubbed  off  by  his  bps  Tears  from  his  eyes  slipped 

He  turned  quickly  and  climbed  into  his  ^  child- 

whip,  and  the  chariot  surged  forward  „an,cd,  "Pita  ji' 

like  mind  was  all  upset  I  raised  my  ha"^  „^y  a 

Wa  i-i-ti”  Maharaja  Kuntibhoja  stopped  me,  say  g, 

Kshalriya  docs  not  turn  back  ”  .„,„,h-,ihc  would  take 

Head  bowed,  I  said,  “I  wasn’t  stopping  i  n,y  mother  I 

me  with  him  I  wanted  to  give  him  this  mem  ^  „,,ndcd  my  nng 

never  got  the  chance  to  see  her  before  leaving 

towards  him 
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I  stepped  forward,  pranama  ed  him,  and  said.  Your  daughter 
Kunti  pranama-es  her  father  ” 

My  unexpected  reply  made  him  sentunental  He  raised  me  up  M  , 
embracing  me  as  father  used  to  do,  he  said,  “Kunti  beti,  on 
sad  You  will  not  even  need  to  remember  your  father  here,  but  it 
you  don’t  stay  here,  bad  days  are  certain  for  our  palace  bor 
fourteen  years  I  have  looked  forward  to  this  day,  this  palace  nas 
looked  forward  to  a  royal  lady  ’’  u  a 

“I  will  never  leave  here  for  anywhere  else  I  clung  to  im  an 
said  in  full  faith  and  determination 

He  thumped  my  back  His  eyes  were  swimming  with  teare 
lifted  me  and  took  me  to  the  palace  None  else  but  t  e  mai 
of  Bhojpura  witnessed  this  incident 


There  are  times  when  certain  incidents 
power  to  totally  alter  a  human  being  That  day  I  w  ijnknow- 
from  a  green  girl  into  a  serious,  soft-speaking  ^  ^  -phe 

mgly  that  inc^ent  made  me  grow  «P; Z 
age  at  which  most  children  can  get  away  P  ^ 

obstinacy  saw  me  attending  to  all  the  responsi  i  j  1,^ 

palace  Father  did  not  once  look  back  to  see  m 

daughter  He  tied  me  like  a  goat  to  ‘he  sta^o  o  his  |ven 

Bhojpura-andheleft  I was  no  returning  to 
my  mind  also  that,  no  matter  what,  .  often  think  of 

Mathura  for  me  One  by  one  the  days  pass  because  I 

Mathura,  but  I  wiped  out  the  memories  wit  a  „  .  ’  -n's  only 
was  not  Pntha  here,  I  was  Kunti,  a  ^ft^pura  si 

daughter  I  was  the  only  royal  ^  ^  a  free  butterfly  m 

who  could  this  girl  called  Pntha  be  Pnt  of  Kunti, 

'he  hte  of  Kunti,  Pntha  was  a  npple  of  wmd  i  of 

Pntha  was  the  greenery  of  Kunti,  P"“pnd.a  was  mere 

Kuiiti's  life,  Pntha  was  the  fragrance  of  ’  dreams  also 

dream  m  Kunti’s  life,  only  a  dream  .  m  the  same 

delight  the  mind,  and  Pnlha’s  memones  nte  happy 

way  After  all,  I  did  not  have  anythmg  el»  to  m 
except  memones  of  her  headstrong,  innocent 
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Seeing  it,  he  became  silent  Then  he  said,  “Child,  give  me  the 
ring  I’ll  see  it  reaches  her  Not  the  nng  only,  you  too  Raja 
Shurasena  has  kept  his  word  But  he  has  also  tested  me  today  I  will 
prove  to  him  that  Kuntibhoja  of  Bhojpura  is  not  heartless  ’’  A 
strange  passion  shone  m  his  eyes  He  clapped  his  hands  and  a 
servant  appeared  He  wanted  to  drive  a  second  chariot,  with  me  in 
It,  and  catch  up  with  father  1  don’t  know  what  suddenly  happened 
to  me  I  removed  the  shawl  from  my  shoulder,  draped  it  over  my 
head,  stepped  forward,  bowed  and  namaskara-ed  him,  and  said, 
“Your  adopted  daughter  Pntha  offers  you  obeisance,  father  ” 

He  quickly  motioned  me  up  and,  looking  at  me,  said  in  a  heavy 
voi9e,  “Fortunate  indeed  is  Raja  Shurasena  who  has  fathered  such  a 
self-controlled  daughter  like  you  But,  child,  you  will  never  feel  at 
home  here  I  may  not  have  children  of  my  own,  but  I  do  understand 
how  a  child  feels  It  is  not  required  that  one  should  be  the  sky  m 
order  to  appreciate  the  colours  of  the  rainbow  ’’ 

“No,  father,  from  now  this  is  my  birthplace,  and  this  is  my 
Mathura,"  1  said  bravely  God  knows' who  it  was  that  spoke  so 
confidently  through  me,  but  it  certainly  wasn’t  the  butterfly-chasing 
Pntha,  and  it  wasn’t  the  Pntha  who  played  bows-and-arrows 
■  Be  blessed,  my  daughter  A  Kshatnya  breaks  but  does  not  bend 
Shurasena’s  daughter  should  be  that  kind  of  Kshatnya  But  don’t 
stay  here  because  ” 

“Whyi” 

‘Because  there  isn’t  a  single  lady  in  this  palace  You  will  have  to 
take  the  responsibility  of  running  the  whole  palace  An  inex¬ 
perienced,  young  girl  like  you  won’t  be  able  to  manage  it  ” 

I  will  manage  it  From  today  this  palace  is  my  palace,  people  in  it 
my  people  ” 

“Still,  you  will  feel  awkward  whenever  1  address  you  as  Pntha 
You  will  always  recall  Mathura  You  will  always  feel  a  little  sad  and 
alone  m  this  huge  edifice  That  is  why  I  have  decided  ’’ 

He  was  on  the  verge  of  saying  something,  but  he  adroitly  stopped 
himself 

“What  have  you  decided'’’’  I  asked  cunously 
“Perhaps  if  I  didn’t  call  you  Pntha  ’’  He  stopped  again 
“If  not  Pntha,  what  then,  father’’" 

“Kunti  I  wanted  to  call  you  Kunti,  on  the  basis  of  my  name ,  but 
may  be  you  don’t  like  it  Go  inside  ” 
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I  peered  inside  the  tunnel  A  bat  shrieked  and  fluttere  insi  e, 
trying  to  escape  but,  not  finding  the  way,  it  hit  three  or  our  htnes 

against  the  wall  of  the  passage,  and  then  sped  out  of  one  o  t  e  ig 

outlets  at  the  top  A  strange  thought  struck  me  then,  watc  '"S 

bat’s  fluttenngs,  that  life  Itself  was  like  a  bird  struggling  o  e  p 

from  the  tunnel  of  this  world  Instantly  I  turned  the  stone  oo 
the  left  The  opening  closed  My  mind  was  at  peace 


One  day  I,  Dhatn  and  father  were  patting  An  amy 

counerdashedinside,huffingandpuffmg,and  u  e  , 

a  contingent  of  Nishadhas  is  marching  from  the  eas 
“Are  you  in  your  senses’  Rush  must  be 

tell  them  to  sound  the  conches  and  war-drums 

stopped  on  the  other  side  of  the  Charmanvau  As^ Jong  js 
Kuntibhoja  rules  in  Bhojpura,  our  ,  (jg  towards  the 

Father  rose  and,  with  an  imposing  leonine  g  ’  jKgij  Bhoja 

armoury  In  his  veins  flowed  the  blood  of  the  unvanquished 

Vfte^r  a  little  while  he  emerged,  in  p'^lher’s^face 

city  drums,  kettledrums  and  conches  alerted,  and 

shone  with  an  eene  glow  The  Bhojpura  a  y 
victory  shouts  of  the  Bhojas  could  „  the  field  in  the 

Brave  warriors  prepared  themselves  for  death  on  the 

cause  of  freedom  ,  , ,  r,.nfiv  to  perform  the 

I  asked  Dhatn  to  get  the  five  fold  “  she^brought  the  araii 
ntual  for  the  Maharaja  on  the  eve  of  b  palace, 

just  as  father  was  stepping  out  I  called  Bo™  'ho  Joor 
‘Father,  wait'  Let  me  perform  ‘he  orali  ,„ya  never  looks 

Without  turning,  he  replied  reimn  -donous,  you  can 

back  once  he  has  stepped  ahead  Whe  ,he  family  deity 

perform  the  arun  Till  then,  keep  the  fl  hniled  flac  M  his  hand, 
m  the  temple  "  He  took  the  °‘’™f“:*^h"not,  and  disappeared  in 
Stepped  steadily  forward,  mounted  the 

“  Bash  . ,  Ohouts  on  all  sides  The 

"Victory  to  Maharaja  Kuntibhoja  Nishadhas  A 

Bhojpura  army,  hearts  pounding,  ran  ^  „mc 

cloud  of  dust  spiralled  into  the  is  a 
disappeared  in  the  Ashva  nver 
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The  citizens  shouted  in  the  intoxication  of  triumph  Victory  to 
Maharaja  Kuntibhoja'” 

“Victory  to  Pnncess  Kunti  Devi'” 

Chest  swelling  with  pnde,  father  stepped  through  t  e  , 

A  piercing,  thunder-crackling  voice  rant  even  the  mner  r 
the  palace — a  scream  that  seemed  to  shiver  through 

“King,  have  you  become  so  mad  with  sui^ss  that  you  don  t  h 
eyes  for  the  guest  waiting  at  your  palace’ 

nieeyesonhecitizenstumedmtheduectionofthevoice  Allat 

once  the  entire  place  seemed  to  shake  with  fear 
We  turned  towards  the  voice  A  long-bearded,  m  j 

emaciated,  tall,  darkish  nshi  To  him  the  world  mus  have 

appeared  as  a  bundle  of  grass,  which  could  ^  j^sifhe 

wished  with  the  fafl/vfl-stick  he  earned  in  his  hand  I'® 

had  fiercely  knotted  the  entire  universe  m  ‘  ®  lie  seemed  to 
brows  Whirling  the  shining  > 

spout  fire  from  his  eyes  ,i,.m<u-lves  Father 

The  citizens  started  murmunng  among  man’s 

quickly  stepped  forward  and  prostrated  himself  at  the  holy  m 

The  nshi  thundered  again,  “Kuntibhoja,^what  are  all  these  w 
noises  for’  Why  all  this  blowing  of  bugles  j 

“Forgive  me,  Guru-deva  I  have  j.«t  h'S  head 

no  inkling  of  your  arnval,  or  ”  of  a  little  while 

still  at  the  nshi’s  feet  Straight-as-an-oshoAM  la 

ago  now  lay  flat  and  faded  as  grass  Prou  -as  ^  ^  squirrel 

snake  father  of  a  little  while  ago  was  now  inform  you  of 

“Am  I  one  of  your  horde  of  servants  a  moves 

my  arnval’  Have  you  forgotten  that  1  gumption  to 

wherever  he  wishes  in  this  world?  Ur  under  your  feet’ 

think  that  this  whole  world  is  like  a  maidservant  un 
He  raised  his  eyebrows  and  thundered  heads 

All  felt  as  if  a  thunderbolt  had  eras  e  ijjul  you  were 

“I  crave  forgiveness  If  only  I  had 
“ming  ”  Father  rose  unsteadily  to  his  le  j  jon’i 

“Welcome  and  respect  and  insult  are  for  rajas 
need  them  "  . ,  folded  palms 

**Plcase  forgive  me,”  father  said  m  y» 

“Very  >AcU.  king  Come  ” 
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Everyone  breathed  a  sigh  of  relief 

Dhatn  advised  me  to  step  forward  and  namaskara  him  1  did  so, 
slowly 

“Who’s  this,  king’’”  he  questioned  father 
“My  daughter  Kunti  ” 

“Your  daughter^  King,  do  you  know  who  you  are  talking  to’” 
He  asked  this  sarcastic  question,  rolling  his  eyes 

“Ho,  Gutu-deva,  forgive  me  She  is  Raja  Shurasena’s  daughter 
Pritha  My  adopted  daughter  Kunti  ”  What  was  the  matter  with 
father  today’  Why  was  he  always  bending  his  head  and  namaskara- 
mg  that  rishi  like  grass  cringing  under  the  onslaught  of  ram’ 
“King,  1  haven’t  come  here  to  be  entertained  I  have  come  to 
perform  a  maha  yajna  in  Bhojpura,  in  your  palace  My  inner  voice 
has  instructed  me  to  do  so  ’ 

‘Your  servant  is  ready  to  serve,”  father  said,  bowing 
“This  massive  sacrifice  is  not  a  simple  affair,  king  With  this 
yajna  I  plan  to  bring  under  my  control  the  five  elements  that 
constitute  this  earth  1  will,  with  this  yajna,  make  my  slaves  the 
shaktis  that  energise  the  entire  cosmos  Understood’  If  this  ya/na 
IS  marred  in  any  way  ’  He  looked  around 
•No,  Gurudeva  I  and  Kunti  will  see  to  it  that  nothing  is 
lacking  ” 

Keep  this  well  in  mind,  Kuntibhoja  This  is  the  first  time  such  a 
yajna  is  being  performed  in  all  Aryavarta  As  preparation  for  it,  1 
h.sve  done  severe  lapasya  for  forty  years  in  the  Himalayas  and 
attained  a  divine  mind-shakti  ” 

I  am  fortunate.  Guru  deva  Please  enter  the  palace  ” 

•Why  the  palace’  Where  excessive  indulgence  is,  is  death  of  the 
soul  1  will  stay  m  a  thatched  hut,  in  front  of  your  palace  ” 

As  you  command  And  Kunti  will  be  at  your  service  ” 

The  rishi  placed  his  foot  inside  the  mam  door  of  the  palace  The 
people  present  shouted  “Victory  to  Maha  nshi  Durvasas’” 
Instantly  Durvasas  turned  and  spoke  out  loudly,  “Whose  victory 
are  you  celebrating’  Go  shout  m  the  fields—  that’s  better  At  least 
you'll  fnghten  away  the  gram-  eating  birds  Off  with  you'  King,  I 
won't  stand  any  such  nonsense  1  want  total  peace  ” 

Such  was  the  rishi  Durvasas,  the  son  of  Maha-nshi  Atn,  the  son 
of  the  dedicated  lady  Anasuya,  the  brother  of  the  raja-of-yogis 
Daltatrcya,  the  Durvasas  who  could  pack  more  anger  in  hiS 
mendicant's  bowl,  the  kamandala,  than  the  irascibility  of  all  the 
hot-tempered  rishis  of  Aryavarta 
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A  thatched  hut  was  constructed  opposite  the  palace  A  weird 
spectacle — a  leaf-hut  facing  a  luxunous  edifice  Whoever  visite  t  e 
palace  gazed  in  surprise  at  the  hut  Rishi  Durvasas  deep  mantra 
chanting  “Om  bhur  bhuvah  svaha  ”  replaced  the  marching 
tramp  of  the  army  At  the  brahma- muhurta,  before  the  crack  o 
dawn,  Maha-nshi  Durvasas  would  nseand  bathe  m  the  Ashra  river, 
and  sit  down,  facing  the  east,  for  his  mantra-meditation  ^ 

would  place  various  kinds  of  sacrificial  fuel  m  the  yajna-pti  c 

smoke  made  the  eyes  of  everyone  in  the  palace  water 
Maha-nshi  Durvasas'  How  harsh  and  confusing  was  nis 
behaviour'  He  wanted  to  obtain  control  over  the  Supreme 
which  had  created  the  universe'  He  wanted  to  enslave  t  e  iv 
primal  elements'  No  one  knew  how  to  describe  his  psychology 
instant  he  was  a  little  boy  demanding  milk  from  me,  an  ‘  . 

he  would  eat  nothing  for  days  together  One  instant  ® 
clamour  for  some  hard-to-get  sacnficial  wood,  and  at  “'h 
would  scream  incessantly  at  me,  and  there  were  also  occasions  when 

he  would  not  say  a  word  for  two  whole  days 

And  father  had  entrusted  me  with  the  charge  of  '“>‘‘"8  f 
a  nshi  He  had  warned  me  that,  no  matter  how  imp 
became  and  however  much  he  ranted,  I  was  not  to  answ 
was  never  to  show  the  least  disinterest  or  „n,es 

ensure  that  nothing  was  lacking  in  serving  him  T"®'®  , 

when  he  became  intolerable,  and  at  other  times  he 
to  wash  his  feet  I  had  to  do  such  an  amazing  variety  o  j 

that  my  body  seemed  to  ache  and  crack  all  over  ™  j  f..,  had  to 

wilt  But  I  endured  all,  in  order  to  please  father  Washed  feet  had  t 
be  re-washed  I  wanted  at  times  to  burn  the  thatc  e  having 

ashes  remained,  and  set  off  straight  to  Mathura 
doubts  whether  I  would  myself  not  go  mad  by  living  s 
bewildenng  nshi  ,  .  „  ^„himsical 

Not  one  month,  not  two  months — I  suffered  a  ^ 

conduct  for  ten  months  Each  night  1  a  be  readied 

midnight  because  the  puja  matenals  of  the  nsn  Seeing 

before  dawn  Sleeplessness  made  my  eyes  red  I  gr 
my  condition,  Dhatn  cursed  Durvasas  ,:tDDDed  even 

Towards  the  final  days,  Maha-nshi  dunng 

coming  out  of  Ihe  thatched  hut  He  did  not  spea 
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the  last  two  months  His  only  diet  consisted  of  milk  and  fruits 
Instead  of  sleeping,  he  would  chant  mantras  at  night  His  nocturnal 
vigil  made  me  uneasy  What  if,  instead  of  he  controUmg  the  pnmal 
shaktis,  he  became  controlled  by  them‘>  What  was  he  achieving  by 
this  yaina^  What  would  this  nshi  do  by  enslaving  the  elements? 
Could  a  human  survive  their  resplendent  power*^  My  mind  was 
troubled  all  days  by  countless  questions  like  these  It  was  not  possible 
even  to  meet  a  few  people  off  and  on,  because  there  was  no  knowing 
when  he  would  summon  me  from  the  midst  of  the  thatched  hut  Nor 
had  I  any  idea  of  what  his  next  demand  was  going  to  be 

One  full-moon  night,  I  fell  asleep  worrying  about  all  this  Deep 
sleep  At  dawn  I  was  woken  by  a  loud  voice  It  was  Rishi  Durvasas 
shoufing  continually  from  the  thatched  hut  Though  nounshed  only 
on  milk  and  fruits,  his  voice  was  more  voaferous  than  the  crackle  of 
lightning 

He  was  shouting  happily,  “Kuntibho-oja*  O  Kuntibho-o-oja  !” 

I  rose,  alarmed,  and  went  in  He  opened  his  eyes  1  couldn’t  look 
into  them  They  were  two  intensely  flaming  balls  Seeing  me,  his 
mouth  broke  into  a  faint  smile,  and  he  said  in  a  booming  voice,  “You 
will  today  get  the  fruits  of  serving  me,  Kunti  From  today  the  entire 
world  will  see  you  as  the  mother  of  heroes  Come,  sit  here  “  I 
remained  standing  He  roared,  “Sit’’’ 

1  sat  down  beside  the  yajna  altar  1  couldn’t  make  out  what  he  was 
saying 

He  went  on,  “Kunti,  with  the  threads  of  my  mantras  I  have  today 
yoked  the  five  elements  of  the  umvdrse  as  one  yokes  horses  to  a 
chanot  My  dedication  has  succeeded  Here,  sip  this  holy  water  " 
“But  I  ’’  My  mind  filled  with  fear 

“Kunti,  do  you  know  who  you  are  faang’’’  His  eyes  seemed  to 
shower  sparks  Was  he  trying  to  bum  me  to  ashes'^ 

I  quietly  took  the  holy  water,  while  he.  rattled  off  mantras  whose 
words  I  had  never  heard  before,  but  they  entered  the  whorls  of  my 
cars  and  registered  themselves  clearly  inside  I  felt  strangely  elated 
They  were  like  waves  of  nectar  My  body  felt  incredibly  light.  For  a 
moment  I  felt  as  if  I  had  myself  become  a  word  too  In  front  of  my 
eyes  a  solid  circular  refulgence  appeared 

Mantra  chanting  over,  Durvasas  stood  up,  hke  a  tnumphant 
wamor  Plaang  his  hand  on  my  head,  he  said,  “Kunti,  there  will  be 
no  lady  hke  >ou  m  the  whole  of  Aryavarta  Whichever  shakti  you 
think  of  while  chanting  this  mantra — that  shakti  will  appear  before 
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you  in  human  form  in  an  instant  and  fulfil  your  desire  like  a  slave, 
and  leave  after  filling  your  womb  with  a  son  as  refulgent  as  himse 
This  is  Durvasas’  word.  Keep  it  well  in  mind.  You  can  go. 

Without  waiting  for  my  reply,  without  waiting  to  meet  fat  er,  e 
left  the  thatched  hut  as  he  had  come,  swinging  his  kamandala-pot, 
like  a  majestic  musth  elephant — and  disappeared  from  sig  t,  in 
,  direction  of  the  north,  outisde  the  palace.  .  •  j  th 

Gusts  of  wind  scattered  the  ashes  of  the  yajna  fire-pit  msi  e  e 
thatched  hut.  A.  buffeting  gust  upturned  the  tiger-skm  on 
Durvasas  had  sat. 


10 


Maha-rishi  Durvasas  departed,  and  the  palace  . 

palatial  glory.  Dhatri  breathed  a  sigh  of  relief.  A  bur  en 
off  father’s  chest.  That  Rishi  Durvasas  before  leaving  ha  8 
a  mantra  capable  of  cursing  as  well  as  summoning  go 
knew  about  this.  .  nnrvasas 

The  attendants  of  the  palace  completely  forgot  a  ° 
as  if  he  was  a  stray  cloud  that  had  drifted  across  the  p  ’  ,  f 

words  continued  to  sing  in  my  ears:  “You  w.>l  ha 
heroes.”  They  embarrassed  me.  There  my  ears, 

completely  silent.  The  words  of  the  mantra  rang  r 
and  I  wanted  urgently  to  invoke  them.  It  was  w 
difficulty  that  I  controlled  myself.  Those  wor  s  ^gde 

ticks  on  a  dog.  Because  of  my  inner  turmoi ,  servants  and 
hilarious  blunders  in  my  daily  activities,  by  ad  re  j  at 

maids  with  respectful  honorifics  such  as  “Aji  .  X  ^  ^  jays 

me  in  astonishment.  I  would  quickly  correct  mpe  '  jl,e  city. 

passed.  The  compassionate  favours  of  spnng  ,  „  Their 

Bhojpura  burst  into  a  variegated  riot  of  floral  colours 

fragrance  sweetened  the  atmosphere.  last  rainbow  of  the 

Spring!  Spring  is  the  reflection  on  earth  of  t  e  Great 

rainy  season.  Spring  is  the  Seven-Sages  Cons  ®  singing 
Sear  itself — descending  on  earth  in  the  dimples  on 

nkemelodiesinthesevennotesofthescale.  p  .  Angers  of  the 

file  cheeks  of  baby-earth  created  by  the  tic  attraction  to 

monsoon.  In  one’s  youth  there  is  *'®^'**^^^^*?goalace  and  delight 
spring.  I  would  always  stand  on  the  parapet  ot  tn  y 
m  the  spectacle  of  floral  vernal  beauty. 
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One  day,  a  rest  day,  I  was  relaxing  in  this  manner  on  the  parapet 
at  dawn  The  npphng  lyricism  of  the  Ashva  river  wafted  up  to  me  on 
the  breeze  The  city  was  slowly  waking  up  Cowbells  tinkled  softly 
Birds  chirrupped  Slowly  the  east  came  into  sight,  and  the  Sun-God 
gradually  climbed  up  the  eastern  horizon  His  touch  brought  life 
into  every  being  A  thnll  shot  through  my  body  Little  by  little  that 
radiance  rose  to  his  full  height  in  the  eastern  sky  What  magnificent 
effulgence’  His  countless  rays  illuminated  every  nook  and  corner  of 
the  earth  ‘  A  strange  idea  flashed  in  my  mind  If  I  were  as  immense 
as  the  earth,  I  too  would  be  filled  with  the  multi-rayed  glory  Just  as 
boiling  water  bubbles  furiously,  the  words  of  the  mantra  began 
circulating  in  my  mind  I  felt  as  if  my  whole  body  had  been 
transformd  into  the  mantra  Itself  Thecalfofmy  cunosity  jerkedat 
Its  neck-rope  of  self-control  What  will  these  mantras  brmg'^  Will 
the  Sun-God  come  to  me  if  1  think  of  him'^  How  could  that  possibly 
be"^  Let  me  see  whether  there’s  really  any  strength  at  all  in  these 
mantras  Rishi  Durvasa  kept  insisting  on  the  single-minded  dedi¬ 
cation  of  sadhana— let  me  test  that  sadhanatoday  X  closed  my  eyes 
For  an  instant  I  thought  of  that  radiant  shakti  Folding  my  palms  in 
prayer,  I  started  chanting  the  mantra  Each  word  lightened  my 
body  My  consciousness  waned  The  words  of  the  mantra  emerged 
from  my  mouth  with  a  unique  power  My  body’s  awareness  began 
fading  Even  control  over  my  mind  vanished  All  objects  became 
invisible  I  am  Kunti,  1  am  standing  on  the  parapet,  I  am  chanting 
the  mantra— all  bonds  involved  with  these  statements  shattered  I 
became  a  ray  of  radiance  itself,  a  ray  that  saw  nothing  else  I  saw  a 
fiercely  radiant,  powerful,  lustrous  male  form  approaching  from  the 
east  His  ears  sported  hght-cmittmg  celestial  ear-nngs  His  golden 
locks  shone  From  his  eyes  shot  bnlhant  rays  of  light  He  was 
surrounded  by  an  extraordinary  dazzle  His  sinking  gait  burned 
away  the  kingdom  of  darkness  He  strode  towards  the  parapet, 
scattering  unbearable  spark-hke  rays  in  the  ten  directions  That 
refulgent  male  touched  my  body-radiance  My  radiance  throbbed 
She  trembled,  as  if  to  repulse  the  refulgence  Both  communicated  in 
a  mysterious  language  But  my  radiance  had  no  say  That  sky-male 
pierced  my  radiance  and  disappeared  A  magnificent  congress  of 
radiances  had  occurred 

Each  pore  of  my  flesh,  heated,  seemed  to  tingle  Very  gradually  I 
returned  to  the  world  of  consciousness,  but  my  heated  body  had 
become  unbearable  even  for  me  In  front  of  my  eyes  waves  of  light 
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moved  to  and  fro  My  legs  seemed  to  collapse  under  me  “If  I 
remain  standing,  I  will  fall  off  this  parapet” — this  thought  made  me 
instantly  sit  down  I  felt  a  hand  on  my  back  A  hand  that  was 
instantly  removed  I  turned  and  saw — it  was  Dhatn,  gazing  at  me, 
stupefied  Eyes  agog,  she  said,  “Pnncess,  you  are  burning  with 
fever  Come,  let  me  give  you  some  medicine  ” 

I  descended  from  the  parapet  Going  down,  I  felt  as  if  I  was 
descending  from  some  high  heaven  to  the  earth  or  to  the  kingdom  o 
Paiala  below  the  earth 

11 


The  feelings  and  experiences  I  had  from  that  day  on  defied  the 
imagination  I  was  surprised  at  myself,  behaving  the  way  i 
hadn  t  the  least  desire  to  speak  to  anyone  Always,  in  front  o  my 
eyes,  were  these  circular  waves  of  light  I  would  go  again  a™ 

•o  the  thatched  hut  of  Rishi  Durvasas  and  sit  there  all  by  myseli,  to 
no  apparent  reason 

^y  behaviour  appeared  odd  to  the  menials  of  the  pa  ace 
tried  to  divert  me  in  all  kinds  of  ways  But  I  was  always  in  a  high 
state  of  transported  imaginings  For  no  reason  I  would  get  an  u  g 
'0  sit  in  the  sunlight  I  would  stand  often  on  the  pnrapet  gazing  at  m 
sun  The  sun  would  climb  up  above  my  head  and  ^ 

myswarmedmy  back,  I  refused  to  leave  More  than  ha  o 
passed  hke  this  At  night  I  would  gaze  from 
countless  twinkling  stars,  and  feel  like  plucking  ^  radiated 

Jhe  sky  I  was  intensely  attracted  to  whatever  scintillate 
*Sht  My  body  glowed  golden  ^  ^  unnop*;  were 

Many  days  passed  in  this  remarkable  state  Grea  c 
'•‘kmg  place  ili  my  body  One  day,  I  was  strolling  casual^;^;';, 

P  lace  when  a  maid  presented  me  a  golden  champ  slipped 

js  Dhatn  entered  While  I  was  talking  with  her.  *  e  it 

rom  my  fingers  I  stooped  to  pick  it  up  My  body  j 

the  greatest  effort  that  I  retneved  the  flower  and  re 

‘is  fragrance  „nd  her 

gazed  at  me  with  a  strange  look  wnnkle 

rehead  was  corrugated  with  wrinkles  A  whole 

Ppearcd  It  seemed  to  me  that  she  was  keenly  apP  brows  and 

°  y  With  her  sharp  experienced  eyes  She  raise 

Rajkumari,  my  experience  never  fails  me  DO  I  ha 


Permission  to 


ask  you  something*^” 
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“Dhatri,”  I  countered,  “have  you  ever  till  now  asked  my  per¬ 
mission  to  ask  me  anything?” 

“No.  But,  Rajkumari,  this  question  will  not  please  you.  You  will 
immediately  declare  this  old  maid  mad,  and  order  her  whipped  and 
exiled  to  the  wilds  of  the  Vindhya  mountains.” 

“Dhatri,  you  are  the  oldest  and  the  most  trusted  of  the  palace 
maids.  I  haven’t  ever  forgotten  that.  Ask  whatever  you  like.” 

Her  old,  wise  gaze  re-appraised  my  figure.  Her  neck  trembled  as 
she  asked,  “Princess,  are  you  expecting?” 

“Dhatri,  have  you  any  idea  who  you  are  speaking  to?”  I  shouted 
at  her.  I  felt  as  if  a  snake  was  slithering  over  my  body. 

“Princess,  my  hair  is  all  grey.  I  have  served  three  generations  in 
this  palace.  Have  a  good  look  at  yourself  in  the  mirror.”  Shaking  her 
head,  she  moved  out  of  my  room. 

Mother!  These  two  syllables  pounded  at  my  heart  like  heartless 
warriors.  1  felt  the  room  whirling  around  me.  How  I  wanted  the 
earth  to  open  and  swallow  me  up.  My  heart,  tike  a  helpless  bird, 
struck  against  the  walls  of  my  flesh-tunnel. 

I  was  going  to  be  a  mother.  An  unwed  mother.  Motherhood  is  the 
greatest  gift  to  a  woman.  But  wasn’t  this  gift  to  me  like  a  curse? 
Rishi  Dutvasas’  promise  rang  in  my  ears,  “You  will  be  a  mother  of 
heroes.”  His  mantra’s  synoptic  essence  boomed  in  my  ears— “Om  !” 
The  next  instant  1  heard  in  my  heart  father’s  words,  “Heroes  must 
live  for  the  joy  of  victory,  and  heroicladiesmust  be  prepared  to  die 
for  the  sake  of  their  virtue.”  Virtue!  The  precious  wealth  of  a 
woman.  Virtue,  the  breath  of  life  itself  to  a  woman  of  Aryavarta! 

A  chandola  baby  bird  began  its  insistent  chirping  in  the 
garden — ^“chrrrKhrrr". 

The  words  that  father  had  said  to  me  when  he  brought  me  from 
Mathura  and  when  he  left  me  here  rang  out  a  hundredfold:  “You 
are  a  Kshatriya  king’s  daughter.  Never  forget  that.” 

■Kshatriya  daughter!  ...  Virtue!  ...  The  words  feU  in  torrents. 
Their  sounds  danced.  Virtue!...  Kshatriya  daughter!  I  shut  my  ears 
with  my  palms  and  shouted,  “Dhatri!  wait  !” 

She  returned.  Eyes  closed,  I  said  to  her,  “Dhatri,  I,  Princess 
Kunti,  order  you  this— before  evening  falls,  get  me  the  most 
virulent  poison  in  the  world.” 

There  was  no  other  way  out  tor  me. 

“Rajkumari...”  Like  the  trembling  of  a  vina  string. 

“Go.  This  is  a  royal  command,”  I  said  sternly. 
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But...” 

“Dhatri,  a  maid's  duty  is  to  carry  out  orders,  not  give  advice. 
Go!” 

Head  bowed,  she  went  out  of  the  palace. 
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Dhatri  never  came  to  my  room  after  that.  Her  aging  will  lacked 
the  courage  to  fetch  poison  for  her  princess.  I  sent  her  many 
messages,  but  she  put  them  off  on  various  pretexts  of  work.  I  felt  as 
if  1  was  a  mouth-watering  morsel  which  Time  was  about  to  devour, 
as  it  approached,  licking  its  lips  with  hundreds  of  tongues.  I  stopped 
going  out  of  the  palace  altogether. 

One  wish  fixed  itself  stubbornly  in  my  mind— Death.  There  was 
no  other  path  than  death  to  bring  eternal  peace  to  the  pain  that 
afflicted  and  tortured  me.  Death!  The  ender  of  death-like  mental 
agonies.  Death  which  freed  a  person  of  mortal  involvements  and 
look  him  to  the  endless  realm  of  the  unknown.  l^®nt  w  ic 
smoothly  swallowed  up  with  its  black  tongue  all  the  black  details  ot 
life.  What  other  help  is  there  but  death  for  the  suffocati^  condition 
of  the  mind?  True,  everyone  respected  Princess  Kunti.  ■^ey  took  t 
heart  every  single  word  she  said,  but...  but  what  '"^ou  cy 
tomorrow  of  the  Kunti  the  unwed  mother?  They  wou  spi  a 
and  brand  her  immoral,  throw  stones  at  her,  and  insult  her  in  P  • 

Really,  how  weird  people  are!  They  never  tire  of  singing  e  P 
of  motherhood.  All  creatures  take  their  birth  fiom  a  m 
womb,  and  it  is  natural  that  they  should  sing  a  mother  s  P”‘  ’  . 

there  are  times  when  they  fix  the  royal  seal  of  vice  on  mo  .  | 

They  tear  apart  this  same  motherhood  with  the  nggo  . 

stigma.  I  was  going  to  be  an  unwed  mother.  How  was  _ 

to  welcome  this  fact?  My  son  was  the  fruit  of  “  "lantr 
society  ever  accept  such  a  burning  truth?  Even  if  Du 
personally  and  announced  this  from  the  crossroa 
nobody  would  believe  him.  Why  did  ,:c„n  How 

What  did  he  get  by  playing  this  fearful 
Was  I  connected  with  his  terrifying  pnspos®^ 

'hasn't  going  to  get  me  out  of  my  tr  Vc 

problems  get  resolved?  Don’t  counilcis 

misdeeds  of  the  guilty?  And  wasn't  I  one  of  them . 
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Questioning  mynahs  pecked  incessantly  at  my  already  wounded 
snake-mind  Helpless,  it  kept  writhing  and  hissing  Death. 

Death*”  j  j  a 

1  rose  instantly  and  dapped  my  hands  A  maid  appeared^^  1  saia, 
“Go  right  now,  and  get  the  royal  physician,  immediately.” 

She  left  In  a  short  time,  the  physician  stood  before  me.  He 
bowed  and  said,  “Command  me,  Pnncess  ” 

“Vaidya-raj,  the  concluding  ceremony  of  Rishi  Durvasas’  yajna 
remains  to  be  done  For  the  final  nlua!  offenng  in  the  sacred  fire  the 
world’s  rhost  virulent  poison  is  required  See  that  this  poison  is  sent 
immediately  with  this  maid  ” 

Mention  of  Rishi  Durvasas’  name  made  the  physician  keep  silent. 
He  did  not  ask  any  clarification,  because  he  knew  that  Rishi 
Durvasas  was  in  the  habit  of  asking  for  the  most  impossible 
ingredients  at  any  time 
“As  you  command,”  he  said,  and  left 
In  a  short  time,  the  maid  tieturned  with  the  poison  m  a  phial  I 
breathed  freely  I  would  no  more  have  to  face  the  gaze  of  scorn  and 
condemnation  I  stored  the  phial  away  safely  That  phial  would  put 
an  end  to  my  mortifying  agony 


13 


That  night,  in  the  stillness,  1  stole  out  of  bed,  and  picked  up  the 
phial  from  the  comer  I  pranama-ed  m  memory  my  father  m 
Mathura  and,  closing  my  eyes,  said  softly,  “Pita-ji,  your  Pntha  is  a 
Kshatnya  raja’s  daughter  She  will  never  forget  that  I  know  you 
will  approve  this  decision  of  mine  ”  Next  I  mentally  pranama-ed  my 
father  in  Bhojpura  and  whispered,  “A  Kshatnya  girl  should  be 
ready  to  sacnfice  her  life  for  her  virtue  1  am  going  to  prove  this 
tmth  today  Bless  me,  father,  and  give  me  strength  ” 

I  opened  my  eyes  bnefly  A  death-like  silence  prevailed.  I  too  will 
be  equally  silent  m  a  short  time.  I  would  never  be  able  to  see  this 
cruel  yet  desirable  world  any  more — I  wavered  as  I  thought  this, 
and  my  heart  choked  with  feeling  But  I  checked  myself.  Remem¬ 
bering  mother,  I  whispered,  “Mata,  your  Pntha  was  born  to  suffer  a 
hundred  thousand  pains — and  today  all  these  will  end  Bless  me. 

I  closed  my  eyes,  swallowed  the  poison,  and  flung  myself  on  the 
bed.  At  dawn  the  city  would  break  into  lamentation 
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I  had  drunk  the  poison,  but  but  it  had  no  effect  whatsoever 
Death  doesn’t  come  when  one  wants  it  to  I  had  thought  that  a 
massive  fire  would  blaze  through  my  womb,  but  nothing  happened 
other  than  a  slight  irritation  in  my  throat  I  waited  a  while  on  my 
bed,  but  nothing  happened  True,  my  extreme  mental  anguish  had 
brought  on  a  feeling  of  lethargy  I  sat  up  with  a  jerk  Fear  made  my 
body  shudder  Who  was  P  An  unpoisonable  being‘s 
Doubts  gnpped  my  mind  My  life  had  become  intolerable  Death 
had  become  impossible  Poison  was  ineffectual  Who  was  P 
I  opened  the  door,  came  out  of  the  room,  and  went  to  the  maids’ 
quarters  The  maids  were  all  asleep  In  one  comer  there  was  Dhatn, 
all  curled  up,  fast  asleep  I  shook  her  awake 
She  startled,  seeing  me  I  dragged  her  by  the  arm  to  my  room  I 
desperately  needed  someone  to  help  me  1  explained  every  detail  to 
her  Shaking  her  by  her  shoulders,  I  asked,  “Dhatn,  you  tell  me, 
where  do  I  go  now’’  What  do  I  do  now'^  I  can’t  even  die  ” 

She  ran  her  rough  hand  lovingly  on  my  back  and  said, 
“Rajkuman,  be  strong  But  please  on  no  account  go  out  of  the 
palace,  as  you  did  now  Make  sure  no  one  sees  you  in  this 
condition  ” 
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From  that  day  Dhatn  stayed  m  my  palace  She  would  not  allow 
anyone  to  enter  the  palace  Day  after  day  passed  My  body 
blossomed  like  the  beauty  of  the  hill  moon,  but  my  mind  was 
obscured  by  worry  like  the  moon  in  eclipse  Each  day  appeared  to 
me  like  a  yuga 

Autumn  had  just  ended,  but  nevertheless  one  night  was  com¬ 
pletely  overcast  A  howling  stonn  battered  the  palace  on  al^  sides 
Blinding  ram  fell 

I  felt  an  acute  pain  in  my  stomach  at  dead  of  night  I  tossed  on  the 
bed  in  unbearable  pain  TTie  feather-pillows  were  roughed  up  by  my 
wnthing  Numerous  needles  of  agony  tore  through  the  fabnc  of  ray 
flesh  Dhatn’s  wizened  eyes  showed  unmistakeable  traces  of  fear 
Outside,  lightning  crackled  and  the  storm  growled  I  was  crying 
with  unendurable  labour  pains 
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>  After  some  time  I  heard  the  wail  of  a  baby  A  wail  heard  in  that 
palace  after  more  than  sixty  years  But  it  was  drowned  by  the 
rumbling  thunder  outside,  and  none  heard  it  I  was  a  mother 
Motherhood'  A  woman’s  supreme  ornament  The  gold  that 
emerges  from  the  fire  of  childbirth  Nature’s  most  auspicious  gift  I 
looked  at  the  little  child  with  great  curiosity  Pavonian  feathers  of 
ecstasy  softly  stroked  my  mind  How  sight-pleasing  he  was — like 
the  new-born  sun 

Seeing  me,  he  stopped  wailing  He  gazed  straight  at  me  with  his 
beady  baby-eyes  Two  flesh  ear-nngs,  emitting  a  soft-blue  light, 
hung  from  his  ears  Curiously  I  felt  them  they  were  like  the  softest 
gurhal  flower-buds  His  utterly  soft  and  pretty  body  was  golden- 
coloured  His  golden,  curly,  thick  locks  swayed  in  the  gentlest 
breeze  His  round,  bowl-like  face  shone  with  a  lustrous  nimbus 
He  was  sucking  his  right  toe  He  kept  blinking  his  blue  baby  eyes 
and  looking  at  me  repeatedly  A  breeze  blew  in ,  and  he  gurgled  with 
joy  His  tresses  shook  A  darhngdimple  appeared  on  either  cheek 
Seeing  him,  I  forgot  entirely  that  1  was  a  princess,  a  Kshatriya 
daughter,  and  that  he  was  bom  out  of  wedlock  Passionately,  I  took 
him  in  my  arms  from  Dhatri,  and  kissed  him  again  and  again  He 
clung  to  me  1  was  indeed  blessed  My  body  thrilled  For  an  instant  I 
felt  that  motherhood  was  a  woman’s  only  salvation 
Physical  contact  with  him  swelled  my  breasts  with  milk  I  placed 
him  in  my  lap  to  breast-feed  Jiim  As  I  wrapped  my  anchal  around 
him,  Dhatn  grasped  my  hand  In  a  suppressed  voice,  she  whispered 
in  my  ear ,  ’’Rajkuman,  there’s  no  time  to  lose  We  have  to  leave  the 
palace  while  the  lightning  flashes  ” 

“Where’  Why’’’  I  asked,  alarmed 
“You  can’t  keep  him  with  you  ” 

“So?" 

“You — you’ll  have  to  give  him  up  ” 

“What  are  you  saying,  Dhatn'  Arc  you  advising  a  mother  to 
forsake  her  new-bom  babe’  Am,  just  look  at  him'  What  crime  has 
this  innocent  one  committed’" 

“Rajkuman,  I  know  everything— but  will  you  be  able  to  convince 
the  people  of  the  city?” 

“No,  Dhatn,  I’ll  give  up  life  itself,  but  I  won’t  give  up  my  baby 
I’m  no  one’s  pnnces,  I’m  no  one’s  daughter.  I’m  just  the  mother  of 
this  darhng  boy,  that’s  all  I’m  a  mother,  that’s  all  ’’ 
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“Rajkumari,  don’t  lose  yourcommonsense  in  the  joy  of  mother¬ 
hood.  What’s  going  to  happen  when  the  Maharaja  discovers  the 
truth  tomorrow?  I  can’t  even  think  of  it.  Perhaps...  perhaps...” 
“Perhaps  what?” 

“He’ll  drive  you  out  of  the  palace.  You’ll  be  branded  a  harlot  and 
condemned  and  torn  to  pieces.  The  gates  of  Mathura  will  be  closed 
to  you  forever.” 

“What  should  I  do  then?  Where  shall  I  go,  Dhatri?”  I  sobbed, 
perplexed. 

“Have  patience,  Rajkumari.  What  alternative  have  you  except  to 
abandon  him?  His  welfare — and  yours — depends  on  it.” 
“Abandon?  How?  Am  I  a  mother  or  a  murderess?” 

“Quick,  please!  Before  his  wails  reach  anyone’s  ears,  we  should 
be  out  of  the  palace.” 

“Dhatri,  you’re  so  cruel.  Advising  a  mother  to  strangle  her  son.” 
I  felt  a  revulsion  for  her. 

“Princess,  I  have  to  save  a  princess’  neck.  If  you  hate  my  advice  so 
much,  then  keep  sitting  here — and  brooding.  I’m  leaving.  But  if  the 
Maharaja  ever  gets  a  glimpse  of  this  baby,  then — ”  She  made  a 
move  to  leave. 

My  mind  tossed  in  the  dilemma  of  spontaneous  love  and  social 
behaviour,  of  feeling  and  duty,  of  maternal  love  and  illegitimacy.  It 
was  an  all  too  real  problem — ^what  should  I  do?  For  an  instant  I 
wanted  to  take  the  baby  and  go  far  away  somewhere.  But  what 
pl^ce  could  I  go  to?  Who  would  give  me  shelter?  Where  could  a 
woman  with  a  baby  find  succour  in  this  terrifying  world?  And 
supposing  she  did  go  begging  door  to  door,  what  assurance  was 
there  of  her  safety?  And  how  could  she  really  abandon  her  baby? 
With  what  hands  could  she  push  him  away  from  her?  Society  I  Look 
at  the  kinds  of  people  that  make  up  society!  Where  does  society  get 
all  its  sanctions?  Isn’t  society’s  authority  just  a  parasitic  growth  on 
what  it  calls  propriety?  Doesn’t  society  make  its  own  arbitrary 
norms  of  what  is  right  and  what  is  wrong?  God  knows  how  many 
helpless  women,  in  order  to  escape  these  cruel  customs,  have 
perished  in  rivers  and  wells.  Should  I  do  the  same?  No,  no.  This 
baby  is  so  divine  looking.  He  should  live.  He  should  be  saved  at  all 
costs.  What  to  do?  What  to  do? 

I  called  after  Dhatri.  “Dhatri,  don’t  leave.  I’ll  faint  if  you  do.”  I 
agonised  in  mental  and  physical  pain. 
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She  returned,  caressed  my  back,  and  said,  “Rajkumari,  this  is  the 
only  decision  a  Kshatnya  lady  can  take  Give  him  to  me  ”  She 
advanced  and  took  the  baby  from  my  lap  He  was  holding  on  tightly 
to  my  anchal  with  his  tiny  clenched  fist  She  ruthlessly  pulled  his  fist 
away  My  heart  rose  m  complaint  Taking  him,  she  walked  out 
Soon  she  returned  with  a  small  wooden  chest  on  her  shoulders, 
andmlaced  it  on  the  bed  The  baby  was  not  in  her  arms  1  asked  her 
worriedly,  “Where  have  you  kept  the  baby,  Dhatri’”  Instead  of 
replying,  she  opened  the  chest  lid  The  baby  was  sound  asleep 
inside,  on  a  tidy  little  bedding  On  all  sides,  she  had  placed 
expensive  ornaments  But  his  complexion  was  such  as  to  put  all  the 
jewellery  to  shame  She  had  seated  the  joints  of  the  chest  with  wax 
The  hd  had  a  small  hole  in  it  But  why  had  she  put  the  baby  m  the 
chest''  Alarmed,  I  asked  her,  “Dhatn,  why  have  you  placed  him 
inside  the  chest’  What  ate  you  up  to  now’” 

“Rajkumari,  before  dawn  breaks  this  chest  should  be  floated 
down  the  Ashva  nver  No  one  is  so  broadminded  as  the  river,  only 
the  river  will  accept  this  baby  ” 

“Dhatn — Dhatn'  Am  I  a  pnncess  or  a  witch’  Did  God  forget  to 
teach  you  how  to  love  a  son’” 

“Rajkuman,  I  have  eight  sons  in  this  palace  working  day  and 
night  m  your  service  Don't  weaken  Hurry'” 

Her  words  pierced  my  heart  like  arrows,  but — but  what  would  I 
have  to  face  in  the  morning’  Palace  or  rubbish  heap’  I  was  tied  to 
my  topsy  turvy  thoughts  like  a  sacnflcial  animal  tied  to  a  stake  I 
wanted  to  pick  up  my  child,  kick  Dhatn,  and  go  anywhere  my  feet 
led  me — but,  after  all,  it  wasn’t  her  fault  really  Though  just  a 
woman,  she  was  doing  such  a  lot  for  her  pnncess  What  satisfaction 
was  she  getting  out  of  all  this’  Whose  fault  was  it  then’  Mine’ 
Durvasas’’  The  unknowing  new  born  baby’s’  Or  Time’s,  which 
rides  humans  as  if  they  were  horses’  Circumstances’’  Society’s’ 
It  seemed  to  me  that  all  these  thoughts  would  make  my  head 
explode  I  was  exasperated  with  my  insufferable  existence  Was  the 

Creator  determined  to  make  a  useless  wretch  out  of  a  princess 
today’  Were  circumstances  going  to  make  a  murderess  out  of  a 
mother’  In  desperation  I  banged  my  head  against  the  palace  wall 
Blood  gushed  out  of  my  forehead  Dhatn  pulled  me  back  Wiping 
my  head  with  her  dress,  she  said,  “Pnncess,  your  blood  isn’t  meant 
to  paint  walls  it  is  meant  to  produce  heroes  I  swear  this  to  you  by 
this  blood  Itself  Please,  not  one  word  more  Come  with  me, 
patiently  ” 
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I  stuffed  my  anchal  in  my  mouth  and  started  crying  Dhatri  lifted 
the  chest  and  stepped  ahead  The  entire  city  was  slumbenng  in  the 
sweet  sleep  of  dawn  The  storm  had  abated 
She  approached  the  room  with  the  secret  tunnel,  and  moved  the 
stone  handle  to  the  right  The  passage  door  swung  open  She 
climbed  down  the  steps  I  recalled  the  fluttering  bat  I  had  sren 
earlier  My  heart  felt  heavy  Life  is  a  fearful  tunnel,  a  fearful 
tunnel  And  today  tt  was  required  of  me  to  step  inside  that  tunne 
excavated  for  the  protection  of  the  ladies  of  the  palace  Today  1  was 
making  use  of  it  for  my  own  protection,  but  in  such  a  different  way, 
such  a  ternfying  way 

Emerging  from  the  tunnel,  we  saw  the  Ashva  nver  TOe 
rams  had  swollen  her  noisy  fast-flowing  waters  Seeing  the  recimsn, 
turbid  liquid,  my  heart  started  palpitating  Was  I  expected  to  eave 
my  poor  baby  to  the  mercy  of  these  turbulent  waves 
expected  to  throw  into  these  foaming  torrents  an  infant  who  ne 
only  how  to  wail  when  hungry  and  nothing  else’’  What  if  e 
sank’  What  lurked  in  this  watery  womb’  Huge-jawed  fi  , 
ravenous  crocodiles  ,  . 

Dhatn  stepped  forward  and  placed  the  womb 

waters  It  bobbed  away  into  the  distance  The  c^  „„.i”qavinB 
escaped  through  my  lips,  “My  child'  My  darling  it  e 
Which,  I  tried  to  slip  into  the  nver  But  Dhatn  ^'''^hed  out  and  held 
me  back  I  struggled  to  break  free,  but  she  seeme  P 
superhuman  strength  Careless  of  her  own  safety,  s 
me,  clinging  like  a  leech,  tightly  The  bobbing  cas  ®  ^ 

Exhausted  and  bruised,  I  sobbed  on  Dhatn  s  shoulder 
caressed  my  back  She  helped  me  walk  back  to  P  ,  ^ 

Near  the  nver  bank  a  white  cow  and  her  calf  were  dnnking  water 

Seeing  them,  I  closed  my  eyes  i,„ilnw 

The  sight  of  that  motherly  love  made  t"®  ,j.oday  had 

Today  a  mother  had  succumbed  *°  'I'‘“™  K:unti’s  life  forever 
Witnessed  the  birth  of  a  truth  which  would  make  ^u" 
empty  From  today  Kunti,  though  living,  Feebly  I 

The  instant  1  entered  my  room,  I  flung  myse  gnquire  who 

saidto Dhatri,  “Summonallthecleverfishe  -  ,  fio'Iwant 

has  found  the  chest  Leave  me,  and  go  this  very  m 
to  be  alone  ”  I  buned  my  face  m  the  ^uu**’''^'P'  f,ug  Ashva  nver 
Warm,  but  it  felt  cold  as  ice  to  me,  like  the  wa  e  ,  Qghtless 

I  sobbed  quietly,  for  fear  the  truth  might  get  discovered  ou. 


134 


Mntyunjaya 


Pntha  thiashed  nght  and  left  in  choking  agony,  Because  of  the  ram, 
the  large  leaves  of  the  kadamba  tree  beat  hke  cymbals  krrrr-ktrrr 
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That  whole  day  I  wept  The  gentle-hearted  Pntha  who  had  so 
stubbornly  tned  to  restore  the  baby-bird  to  its  nest  was  the  same  girl 
who  had  today  abandoned  her  own  baby  Where  will  the  baby  go’ 
Who  will  find  him’  Or  will  he  float  away  to  the  ocean’  Supposing  he 
really  did  float  away  My  mind  was  tortured  by  many  doubts  I 
hadn’t  the  strength  even  to  lift  my  head  I  hadn’t  the  courage  to  face 
anyone 

Someone  came  to  the  palace  m  the  evening  and  lit  the  lamps  A 
little  later  a  person  entered  and  caressed  my  back  I  imagined  it  was 
Dhatn,  and  so  I  shouted,  “Go  away,  Dhatnl”  I  didn’t  want  her  even 
to  touch  me 

Child  lookup  1  startled  It  was  father  He  stood  a  dim  figure  in 
the  light  of  the  lamp  Because  Dhatn  wasn’t  outside  my  door,  he 
had  walked  straight  in  I  wiped  my  eyes  and  looked  at  him  My  heart 
was  numb  with  fear  Had  he  discovered  everything’  Couldn’t 
Dhatn  hold  a  secret  even  for  a  day?  Who  knows  what  a  tongue- 
lashing  I  will  get  now  Would  my  future  remain  forever  darkened,  m 
spite  of  my  heartless  action? 

Caressing  my  back,  he  said  serenely,  “Kunti,  I  have  a  letter  today 
from  your  father,  from  Mathura  He  is  planning  a  svayamvora  for 
you  His  heart  is  set  on  it  ” 

I  breathed  freely  Thinking  /  have  to  say  something,  I  said, 
“Whatever  he  wishes,  and  whatever  you  order  ’’ 

“I  know  memones  of  Mathura  burden  you  Now  your  mind  will 
be  lightened  Soon  you  wdl  meet  your  father  and  mother  Wipe 
your  eyes  Don’t  feel  sad  ” 

He  knew  nothing  I  couldn't  make  out  what  he  was  saying 
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Preparations  began  for  the  svayamvara  I  had  told  father,  “What¬ 
ever  you  order  ’’  He  interpreted  that  to-mean  that  I  was  agreeable 
and  he  made  plans  accordingly  My  mind  tossed  restlessly  Like  a 
shikan  pursuing  a  deer,  weird  thoughts  started  pursuing  me 
Was  It  not  possible  that,  while  I  waited  with  the  svayamvara 
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garland  in  hand,  a  snake  was  slithenng  inside  the  chest 
aperture  in  the  cover  and  tightly  coiling  itself  roun  my  i  e 
neckt  Could  it  be  that,  while  I  stood  on  the  sacred  wedding  dais  the 
chest  might  be  sinking  in  the  nver  morass  at  ‘^at  very  moment  U 
could  even  be  that,  while  music  was  being  played  and  sanctifi 
scattered  on  my  head,  the  chest  was  stnking  agains  at' 
flung  open — and  eagles  and  vultures  swooping  p  j 

baby\Ld,andturnmgthatrad.antlampmtoabloodst^edblob 

of  flesh’  I  listening  to  the  auspicious  wedding 

little  darling  hearing  the  cruel  death-song  o  ‘  ®  *  j  -j-de 

waves'  My  mind  thrashed  about  like  a  P*”"®  f  „  the 

more  I  thought,  the  more  it  got  entangled  I  bune  ^ 

pillow  and  sobbed  Hts  sweet,  chubby  face,  his  aut  V  S 

and  his  exquisite  flesh  ear-nngs  danced  before  my  y 

mind’s  turmoil  made  me  shut  my  eyes 

18 

My  svayamvara  invitation  was  /own"”!  felt  sotty 

the  neighbouring  territories  Kunti  from  Kunti  I  had 

for  myself  From  Pntha  I  had  changed  to  ’  „.d  pul  again, 
changed  into  a  mother,  and  now  I  was  whom  the 

ready  for  my  svayamvara  Was  ",">1  ”  ,5  „o  one  to  reply  to 

Creator  had  so  mercilessly  toyed  with  1  I  dared  say  this  out 

this  question  Ididnotwantthissvoyomvaro-—  half-dead  with 
loud,  they  would  surely  have  than  a  cow  tethered 

volleys  of  questions  As  if  a  woman  is  no  .  many  things 

with  the  rope  of  customs  in  the  cow-shc  speak  out  openly 

happen  against  her  wishes,  but  she  is  never  patience 

against  them,  as  if  she  is  bom  simply  t 

the  crores  of  sorrows  that  become  her  o  ^  and 

The  day  of  the  svayamvara  drew  ne  -pitan  pnncess’ 

swelled  the  ocean-enthusiasm  of  *"®  ,  _  a  magnificent  display 

svayamvara'  They  were  soon  to  be  'rea  juckle  my  baby  once 
of  wedding  lavishness  I  hadn’t  been  a  Kunti  and  a  public 

yet  Kuntinowhadtoliveadoubleh  e  ap  gmween  these  two, 

Kunti,  a  pnncess  andabroken  hearte  „  „al  ladies  have  royally 

It  was  1  who  suffered  a  daily  (he  demands  of  famdy 

large  sorrows,  and  no  choice  but  to  fol 
and  fame 
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Dreams  are  memory’s  offspnng  All  manner  of  dreams  were 
mine  at  night  Sometimes  I  heard  the  piteous  chirp  of  an  open- 
beaked  chandola  baby  bird  Sometimes  I  saw  a  milch  cow,  mooing 
near  the  nverside,  and  her  healthy  calf,  thick  tail  uplifted,  fnskmg 
behind  her 

Once  I  had  a  horrendous  nightmare  The  bobbing  chest  had  got 
embedded  in  a  rocky  embankment  of  the  nver  The  baby  inside  was 
wailing  with  hunger,  and  there  was  no  one  around  to  affectionately 
pick  him  up  When  the  waves  rocked  the  chest,  he  thought  someone 
had  come  to  pick  him  up,  he  impatiently  kicked  his  legs  and  flailed 
his  hrms  Exhausted  with  crying,  sick  with  hunger ,  and  thrashing  his 
tiny  legs  and  arms,  he  gave  a  feamil  hiccup  and  became  silent  for 
ever  No,  not  for  ever  A  little  later,  his  near-lifeless  body 
trembled  lightly ,  strangely ,  little  by  httle  his  golden  limbs  increased 
in  golden  lustre  and  seemed  to  swell  He  kicked  open  the  chest's 
cover  He  swelled  m  size  till  he  became  as  huge  as  that  Sky-Being 
His  face  throbbed  with  anger  His  flesh-ear-nngs  became  molten 
hot  His  blue  eyes  had  turned  red  with  wrath  He  seemed  to  be 
running  towards  me  non-stop  on  the  Ashva  nver  Fists  clenched, 
and  angrily  biting  his  Ups,  he  said,  “You  raksha5i\  You  wicked 
trampler  of  the  sacred  bond  of  mother  and  child*  You  witch  who 
cowersbehmd  the  silken  cloak  of  convention  *Wait  *”Heraisedhis 
powerful  fist  to  stake  my  head  I  screamed  “Dhatn'^mehere — 
quick*’’ 

She  must  have  been  waiting  outside  the  door  Heanng  my 
ternfying  scream,  she  rushed  in  Wiping  the  sweat  off  my  face,  she 
said,  agitated,  “Pnncess,  you  look  so  fnghtened*  Have  you  had  a 
nightmare'^  ’ 

“Dhatn,  my  little  darling  boy  I  couldn’t  hnish  the  question 
How  would  this  maid  ever  realise  my  anguish*^ 

“Rajkuman,  your  baby  is  safe  and  well  I  was  waiting  for  you  to 
wake  up  ’’  She  said  this  huskily,  stroking  my  back 
I  hurnedly  got  up,  shook  her  shoulders,  and  shouted  happily, 
“Where‘S  Who  has  found  him'^” 

She  called  a  fisherman,  who  was  standing  outside,  to  come  in  He 
entered,  bowing  I  shot  a  few  questions  at  him  “Where’s  the  chest‘d 
Who  found  it'^  Did  you  pick  the  baby  up*^” 

“Rajkuman,  the  chest  flowed  down  the  Ashva  into  the 


The  Death-Conqueror 


137 


Charmanvati  nver  From  the  Charmanvati  it  drifted  to  the 
Yamuna,  near  Kanpur  From  the  Yamuna  it  moved  to  the  Ganga  in 
Prayag  From  Prayag  it  reached  Champanagan  in  the  kingdom  o 
Anga,  near  Kashi,  fifty  yojanas  from  Prayag  " 

“Who  found  if’” 

“A  god-hke,  powerful  man  A  charioteer  pulled  it  out  o  e 
water  It  had  floated  over  a  thousand  miles  ” 

“Charioteer'’”  „ 

“Yes,  my  princess  The  charioteer's  wife  took  him  in  her  lap  Her 

anchal  filled  with  milk  The  child  is  safe  in  their  hut  Forgive  me, 
Rajkuman,  but  whose  child  is  he*^  Which  stone-hearte  mo  e 
pushed  him  like  this  to  his  death'’”  _ 

“He  IS  the  child  bom  of  Rishi  Durvasas'  maha-yajna  I  ‘“ew  my 
pearl  necklace  to  him  and  added,  “Not  a  word  of  this  must  reacn 
anyone  ”  u  j  * 

“Gurudeva  Durvasas'”  he  ejaculated  m  fnght  and  rushc  ou 

With  the  necklace  ,  \M„*„,^vhno 

My  mind  was  at  peace  Happily  I  embraced  D  a  n  ^  . 

tears  wet  her  bodi^  Tears  of  a  prmcess- helplessness  ^d  ^ 

Tears  of  joy  over  the  safety  of  her  son,  from  an  anxious  mother 
Wherever  he  was,  he  was  safe 

20 

The  day  of  the  svayamvara  The  town  ^'^^^stnicted 

front  of  the  palace,  a  magnificent  huge  pavi  enquiring 

Father  bubbfed  with  joy  like  a  child  movmg 
what  was  needed  where  in  the  pavilion  instruments 

rating  the  palace  Kettledrums,  Kashi 

started  playing  Magadha,  Koshala,  Ma  ,  ■  gyayam- 

and  rulL  from  many  other  kingdoms  turned  uP 
vara  From  Mathura  came  my  ,,„,uer  Vasudeva 

bnde  bestowal,  the  kanya  dana  ceremony  y 
and  my  sister  Shrutashrava  also  came  chnitashrava  for  the 

hadadVedVasudevaashisson  I  held  in  .he 

first  time  After  many  years  was  enluLm 

palace,  which  was  the  reason  for  the  u  q  ^  stream 

Mamage'  A  memorable  «  ^,p^g5,nngingof 

mingles  withapowerful  and  Illustrious  mae^an  ^j  of 

the  fragrant  flower  of  a  woman’s  life  into  the  vanega.eo  g 
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herm-laws  The  first  real  sacrament  of  a  woman’s  life  The  new  life 

of  an  Aryan  lady  ,  .  *  j 

The  svayamvara  hour  The  pavilion  was  packed  with  invited 
digmtanes  and  citizens  Father  rose,  and  welcomed  all,  saying, 
“Noble  rulers  of  Aryavarta*  Pntha,  daughter  of  Mathura’s  raja 
Shurasena  of  the  Yadava  dynasty,  who  is  my  adopted  daughter 
Kunti  will  now  enter  the  pavilion  with  the  bnd^  garland,  which  she 
will  of  her  own  choice  place  round  the  neck  of  the  most  deserving 
among  the  illustnous  invited  candidates  That  you  have  all  come 
here  makes  me  happy  and  proud  As  a  descendant  of  the  royal 
Bhoja  dynasty,  I  welcome  you  No  conditions  have  been  laid  down 
in  this  bndal  self-  choice  My  daughter’s  Kunti’s  choice  is  the  only 
condition  ” 

All  rose  respectfully  and  acknowledged  the  welcome  Silence 
swathed  the  pavilion  White-flower  mamage  garland  in  my  hand,  I 
entered  behind  the  minister  A  voice  called  out,  “Bom-in-the- 
Y adava  clan ,  reared-m-the-land-of-Mathura,  lady -of-all-excel- 
lences  Pnnces  Kunti  Devd”  All  the  lords  of  the  earth  stood  up, 
briefly  Father  raised  his  hand  They  sat  down  again  A  lightning 
thnll  shot  through  my  body  Today  1  was  going  to  choose  a  partner 
lor  my  journey  through  life  Today’s  choice  would  decide  my 
future  Suddenly  I  felt  my  heartbeat  thudding  in  my  ears  I  slowly 
made  my  way  through  the  pavilion,  garland  in  hand,  following  the 
minister  The  minister  described  each  king  in  the  most  fulsome 
terms  I  sized  up  each  contender  sharply  from  the  corner  of  my  eye, 
rejecting,  and  proceeding  ahead  One  by  one  all  the  seated  kings 
were  rejected,  and  I  reached  the  end  of  the  line,  till  there  was  only 
one  left  Maharaja  Dirgha,  the  foe  tormenting  ruler  of  Magadha 
The  minister  extolled  him  I  made  a  gesture  of  rejection  and  moved 
on  Everyone  started  whispering  The  long  golden  rays  of  the 
evening  sun  slanted  inside  the  pavilion  The  minister  whispered 
fearfully  to  me,  “Pnncess,  this  pavilion  will  now  turn  into  a  battle¬ 
ground  You  should  have  chosen  one  or  the  other  Why  didn’t 
you'^  ’ 

Father  stood  up  as  if  to  say  something  In  the  meantime,  a 
commotion  was  noticed  in  the  western  corner  of  the  pavilion  The 
citizens  hurried  to  one  side  Behind  them  entered  thousands  of 
horsemen  by  the  mam  gate  of  the  palace  A  voice  called  out, 
“Absolute-monarch  of-Hastmapura  Maharaja  Pandu  of  the 
Kaurava  clan*”  Carefully  holding  my  garland,  I  gazed  westward  A 
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tall,  fair-complexioned,  sturdy  figure  was  approaching  the 
The  rays  of  the  setting  sun  fell  on  the  figure’s  back.  He  had  a  u  , 
round  face.  He  came  like  the  Sun-God  himself,  as  the  saviour  o 
Kunti.  As  he  stepped  inside  the  pavilion,  I  stepped  forward.  1 
placed  the  marriage  garland  round  the  neck  of  that  finest  o  men. 
Clapping  resounded  on  all  sides.  An  ecstatic  voice  s  oute  , 
“Maharani  Kunti  Devi,  the  jewel  of  the  Kaurava  dynasty  ot 
Hastinapura — ”  And  all  responded,  “Victory  to  her! 

From  Rajkumari  Kunti  I  became  Maharani  Kunti.  My  ear 
swam  in  an  ocean  of  joy.  I  had  become  the  Queen  Kauravas 
whose  illustrious  flag  waved  on  all  Aryavarta.  I  and  the  a  a 
approached  father  for  his  blessings.  Overjoyed,  he  esse  , 
“May  the  universal  glory  of  the  Kaurava  dynasty  spread  througn 
you  even  to  the  heaven  of  the  gods!”  Of  all  the 
experiences  that  had  come  into  my  life,  this  was  t  e  on  y  ° 
could  give  me  contentment,  because  it  had  happene  as  a 
tny  own  choosing. 

I  shed  all  worries. 
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Eight  days  later  I  sat  in  the  chariot  that  was  us 

Maharaja  to  Hastinapura.  The  whole  city  urn  j.nok leave 
farewell.  Father  brushed  away  the  tears  from  Ms  ^ 

of  Vasudeva  and  the  others  and  departe  ,  ,  me — 

Maharani.  I  had  taken  only  one  woman  a  .  ,  .  |its. Ibid 

indispensable  Dhatri.  My  mind  throbbed  ™  ^  decora- 
farewell  to  the  city  that  had  decked  herself  Hastinapura,  and 

tions  of  my  memories.  ThechariotracedtowardsHastm^ 

the  city  limits  fast  receded.  We  approach  _f  nre-marriage 

mere  sightof  the  riversentafloodofmemoneo^fmypre^^^^ 

iife  gushing  through  me,  like  a  solitary  spa  _  S  .j.^^u 

seemed  to  see  the  two  golden  flesh-ear-nng  sceptre 

sweet  little  hands  appeared.  u,  very  cruel.  He 

would  now  hold  whip  arid  reins.  bear  the  thought 

brought  me  here  from  Mathura,  and  He  Himalayas 

that  I  had  no  problems  here.  He  sent  Durv®sas  fr"  H  y___ 
«o  Bhojpura.  And  now  I  was  going  to  Hasunapura.  But  my  , 
«>n  was  in  Champanagari  in  the  thatched  hut  “f 
respectfully  praJma-ed  the  Ashva  river  in  my  son  s  m 
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Rajkuman  Kunti  was  going  as  the  Maharani  of  the  Kauravas 
Woman’s  life — what  is  it  but  constant  change'^  Sometimes  some¬ 
one’s  daughter,  someone’s  wife,  or  someone’s  mother —  and  some¬ 
times  someone’s  daughter-in-law,  or  someone’s  sister-in-law  She 
is  never  herself — never  free  Or  if  she  is,  she  dare  not  show  it 

22 


We  reached  Hastmapura,  the  city  of  Maharani  Shakuntala, 
Suvarna,  Yashodhara,  Tapati,  Shubhangi,  Sampnya,  Amnta, 
Suyesha,  Satyavati  and  many  other  queens  All  of  them  had  propa¬ 
gated  the  glory  of  the  Kauravas  throughout  Aryavarta  As  soon  as  I 
entered  the  city,  1  was  awe-struck  Thousands  of  citizens  had 
gathered  on  the  bank  of  the  holy  Ganga  in  order  to  welcome  their 
queen  Intoxicated  with  happiness,  they  raised  welcome  shouts, 
rained  flowers,  and  played  instruments  Every  wave  of  the  Ganga 
danced  m  joy  to  receive  the  bride  of  the  Kuru  dynasty  The  same 
Ganga  in  Champanagan  was  fooking  after  my  little  baby  So  I 
bowed  and  pranama  ed  her 

We  entered  the  palace  with  pomp  and  splendour  An  arati  was 
done  for  me  by  the  Queen  Mother  in  front  of  the  mam  door 
Venerable,  father-Uke  Maharaja  Bhishma  and  Dhntarashtra  stood 
nearby  I  respectfully  pranama  ed  them  all  Blessing  me,  Vidura 
said,  ‘  Daughter,  today  our  family  has  united  with  Raja  Shurasena 
This  augurs  well  ”  I  was  only  twenty  when  1  entered  the  palace  as 
Maharani — the  palace  that  was  witness  to  the  incomparable  valour 
of  the  Kauravas  I  felt  as  light  as  a  feather  Streams  of  nectarine 
happiness  drenched  my  head 
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My  days  passed  happily  m  Hastmapura  I  wasn’t  even  aware 
when  a  day  began  and  when  it  ended  Every  day  Dhatn  would  tell 
me  vanous  stones  of  past  heroes  and  their  exploits  The  butterfly- 
chasing  Pritha  of  childhood  slowly  got  erased  from  the  tablet  of  my 
mind  The  Kunti  of  Bhojpura,  helplessly  battenng  her  head  on 
walls,  faded  What  a  powrful  force  forgetfulness  is  m  human  life' 
Many  incidents  take  place  in  daily  life  which,  if  strung  together,  are 
such  that  they  can  dnve  him  insane  That  is  why  Nature  has  given 
man  this  precious  ability  to  forget 
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Al!  my  memories  started  slowly  fading  into  oblivion.  My  mind 
began  stitching  with  happy  needles  the  fabric  of  Maharani  Kunti’s 
new  life.  I  was  contented  with  my  lot.  I  lacked  nothing.  Respect, 
wealth,  fame,  position — all  lay  at  my  feet.  I  had  a  handsome, 
loving,  and  valorous  Maharaja  as  husband.  Every  day,  while  I  was 
having  my  hair  combed,  I  would  ask  my  reflection  in  the  mirror, 
“Who  are  you?  Why  are  you  staring  so  fixedly  at  Maharani  Kunti 
like  this?  You’ll  cast  an  evil  eye  on  her  if  you  go  on  like  this.”  But 
she  kept  on  smiling  and  staring  at  me.  In  mock  anger  I  threw  face 
powder  at  my  double.  The  powder  obscured  the  mirror  and  my 
reflection.  I  circled  the  room,  and  stood  near  the  window.  I  had  a 
splendid  view  of  the  Ganga  from  there.  Seeing  the  countless 
^arandava  birds  flying  carefree  over  her  waters  I  thought:  Life  is  a 
delightful  seesaw. 

Once  it  happened  that  I  was  standing  near  the  window  for  a  long 
time,  gazing  at  the  Ganga  when  I  suddenly  felt  two  hands  cover  my 
eyes  from  behind.  I  was  startled.  The  hands  tightened  further.  It 
was  the  Maharaja.  I  blushed.  He  pulled  me  to  him  and  said,  “Kunti, 
when  a  man  becomes  famous,  a  glory-garland  starts  growing.  I  have 
you,  of  course,  but  a  king  has  two  wives.  One  is  his  wife,  and  the 
other  is  the  earth  he  rules.  Without  the  earth,  a  king  is  like  a  lion 
without  a  mane.” 

I  listened  with  bowed  head.  What  magic  there  was  in  his  lightest 
touch!  My  peacock-body  spread  its  feathers  and  danced.  He  lifted 
^y  chin  with  his  fingers  and  said  lovingly,  “Ours  is  an  ancient 
ancestral  kingdom.  I  intend  to  make  it  even  more  glorious  by 
Conquest.  I  am  leaving  tomorrow  on  a  mission  of  world-conquest. 

World-conquest!  Meaning  endless  war.  One  after  another,  battle 
with  new  and  mighty  kingdoms.  A  game  of  life  and  death.  I  held  his 
hands  tightly  in  mine.  He  guessed  my  fears.  He  glanced  at  me  and 
said,  “Don’t  worry,  Kunti.  There  is  Kaurava  blood  in  my  veins.  It 
has  never  known  defeat.  I  will  return  in  no  time.”  His  eyes  flashed 
self-  confidence.  He  pulled  me  even  closer  with  his  powerful  arms. 

He  placed  his  eager  lips  on  mine.  The  cool  breezes  of  the  Ganga 
tried  fruitlessly  to  calm  the  passion  of  two  lovers. 

24 


,  The  next  day  the  massive,  fearless  army  of  the  Kauravas  n)“«hal- 
■ed  to  carry  out  the  plan  of  world-conquest.  The  Maharaja,  m 
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armour,  the  dress  of  a  wamor,  stepped  out  to  head  the  assembled 
soldiers'  The  elders  and  gurus  blessed  him  The  Queen  Mother, 
while  blessing  him,  said,  “Pandu,  remember  to  send  regularly  by 
special  messenger  news  that  all  is  well  Be  careful  ” 

1  applied  saffron  tilak  on  his  forehead  I  bowed,  touched  his  feet, 
and  said  gently,  “When  you  return,  see  that  you  bring  a  sweet  little 
Wife  or  two  with  you  ” 

As  I  rose,  he  asked  in  surprise, 

‘  Yes  A  king  has  two  wives — one  his  wife,  and  the  other  the  earth 
he’s  won  ” 

‘Very  well  ”  He  turned  and  mounted  a  pure-white  horse  at  the 
head  of  the  army  At  a  gesture  from  him,  the  soldiers  began 
marching  The  three-cornered  flag,  like  a  dove’s  wings,  fluttered 
and  vanished  in  the  east  My  heart  filled  with  pnde 
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Every  day  a  messenger  arnved  with  news  The  Kauravas  con¬ 
quered  kingdom  after  kingdom,  gathering  an  enormous  hoard  of 
gems,  pearls,  precious  stones,  gold,  cat’s-eyes,  rubies,  silver,  cows, 
horses,  and  other  booty  Dashama,  Magadha,  Mithila,  Videha, 
Kashi,  Suhma,  Pundra  and  many  other  kingdoms  fell  before  the 
Kaurava  onslaught  Four  months  had  passed  since  the  army  set  out 
Four  months  that  seemed  to  me  like  four  years  Only  a  soldier’s  wife 
can  know  the  psychology  of  a  woman  whose  husband  is  away  in  the 
wars 

After  four  months,  news  came  that  the  all-victonous  Maharaja 
was  returning  after  completing  his  mission  The  whole  city  was  agog 
with  enthusiasm  After  Maharaja  Bharata  no  other  monarch  had 
achieved  such  a  successful  world  conquest  My  head  seemed  to 
swell  with  pnde  Father  had  once  said,  “A  hero  should  live  in  the 
glory  of  conquests  ”  My  mind  said.  This  glory  is  material  Some 
times  even  a  hero’s  wife  is  affected  by  it  Now  I  had  become  the  loved 
wife  of  the  World-Conquenng  Maharaja  Pandu  I  was  the 
Maharani  of  Maharanis  Truly  did  someone  say  It  happens  some¬ 
times  that  a  man’s  destiny  ocean  foams  so  much  that  a  high-tide  is  in 
the  offing 

Hundreds  of  booty  laden  carnages  drove  up  in  front  of  the 
palace  Behind  them  came  the  victorious  Kaurava  army  Finally 
came  the  Maharaja,  m  a  howdah  atop  an  elephant  His  chest 
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swelled  But  but  there  was  a  lovely  lady  sitting  on  his  left  Who*^ 
How  did  she  dare  to  sit  next  to  the  Maharaja'^  The  weevil  of  doubt 
burrowed  into  my  feminine  mind 
The  howdah  approached  the  mam  entrance  of  the  palace  As 
always,  I  stepped  forward,  but  my  thoughts  were  all  concentrated 
on  that  woman  She  was  beautiful  She  was  laughing  I  couldn  t 
control  myself  any  longer  Finally  it  was  the  Maharaja  himself  who 
broke  the  silence  “Kunti,  remember  you  asked  me  to  bnng  a  wife 
With  me  when  I  returned'^  This  is  Shalya’s  sister  Madn  See  how 
much  lovelier  than  you  she  is*” 

Ah,  so  he  had  used  my  own  words  against  me*  No  woman  knows 
how  and  when  a  man  turns  everything  to  his  advantage  And  this 
technique  was  the  traditional  practice  of  this  dynasty 
At  night  the  army  general  informed  me  that  the  Maharaja  Shalya 
of  Madra  had,  even  before  the  war,  taken  Grandfather  Bhishma  s 
consent  for  his  sister  Madn’s  mamage  with  Maharaja  Pandu  He 
had  requested  the  Maharaja’s  consent  also  to  this  alliance  with  the 
ihustnous  Kuru  dynasty  And  the  Maharaja,  seeing  Madn’s  beauty, 


“greed,  and  brought  her  back  with  him 
Two  Maharanis  in  the  city  now — Kunti  and  Madn 
That  night  I  thought  before  going  off  to  sleep  An  excess  ot 
happiness  is  not  a  good  thing  If  a  child  is  very  good-looking,  an 
intelligent  mother  places  a  black  spot  on  its  cheek  to  wwd  ott  the 
evil  eye  The  same  should  apply  to  happiness  as  well  Happiness 
needs  sharing  with  a  partner  It  needs  a  black  spot  to  war 
sorrow  Good  that  Maharani  Madn  turned  up  Ho^unli  will  s 
some  time  at  least  to  be  her  own  self  as  a  woman  The  u  i® 
hlaharani  will  be  half  Madn’s  She  will  keep  the  Maharaja  h  ppy 
because  she  is  so  much  more  attractive  than  me 
Isn’t  life  after  all  a  compromise‘s 
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Maharani  Madn  came  as  my  co  wife,  true,  but  we  . 

houred  bitter  feelings  about  each  other  Jealousy  is  a 
^word  penlous  for  the  person  who  feels  jealous 
P<=rson  who  .s  the  object  of  the  jealousy  We  were 
'^^eh  other  Affection  is  the  only  feeling  that  always  p 
“ll  We  lived  our  own  lives,  but  respecting  each 

Madn  was  received  with  the  same  warm  welcome  that  I 
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The  Maharaja  appeared  among  ns  like  the  moon  flanked  by  two 
^tars  I  was  happy  to  get  a  companion  with  whom  to  discuss  my  little 
oys  anrso"  ows  Life  sometimes  plays  a  whole  Hoh  of  happmess 
with  a  person,  drenching  him  with  colours  to  upsetting  " 

one  feels  like  throwing  up  one’s  hands  and  exclaiming  En  S  ^ 
this  excess  of  joy,  no  more,  please'  Such  was  my  condition  During 
the  Maharaja’s  absence  I  would  spend  hours  m  idle  chatter  wi 
Madn  She  was  a  delightful  conversationalist,  with  a  voice  liKe 
flute  melody 

It  happened  once  when  we  were  deep  in  gossip  She  was  saying 
something  about  the  brilliant  wit  of  her  illustrious  brother  Shalya 
How  he  had  immediately  succeeded  m  winning  over  the  Maharaja 
with  his  persuasive  ways— and  as  she  recounted  this,  she 
her  head  and  chuckled  We  had  no  inkling  when  the  Maharaja  had 
entered  the  room,  for  he  was  standing  right  behind  us  Advancing 
silently,  he  placed  his  hands  on  our  shoulders,  smiled  and  said,  “So 
It’s  possible  for  two  swords  to  be  sheathed  m  one  scabbard' 

We  rose  I  said  slowly,  “Who  says  a  woman  is  a  sword'^”  Madn 
seconded  me  She  said,  “And  who  says  a  man  is  a  scabbard*^ 

The  Maharaja  was  surprised  He  asked,  “Tell  me,  then,  both  of 
you  what  is  woman  and  what  is  man'^” 

I  said,  “A  man  is  a  body  and  “ 

“A  woman  is  his  shadow  Sometimes,  when  light  falls  from  two 
sides,  then — then  a  body  throws  two  shadows  We  are  your  two 
shadows  ’’  Madn  completed  my  sentence  I  gazed  dumbfounded  at 


her 

He  was  pleased  with  Madn’s  answer  He  pulled  both  of  us  to  him 
with  both  hands  Laughing,  he  said,  “1  did  not  get  the  joy  when 
became  king,  and  I  did  not  get  the  joy  when  I  became  world- 
conqueror,  that  I  have  got  today  And  do  both  of  you  know  what  a 
raja  does  when  overjoyed*^” 

‘He  gives  charity  to  the  weak  and  the  needy,”  I  replied 
‘He  orders  dharmshalas  and  other  pilgrims’  homes  to  be  built  Or 
he  orders  roads  constructed,”  added  Madn 

‘Oh  no,  when  a  king  is  happy  he  does  one  thing  only  SP 
hunting  Today  we  go  hunting  in  the  forest  of  Varanavata  ’ 

He  despatched  an  attendant  to  inform  the  army  general  accord¬ 
ingly  Preparations  for  the  hunt  commenced  As  the  Maharaja 
strode  quickly  towards  the  door,  his  gold  crown  entangled  with  a 
loose  silk  thread  of  the  door  drape,  slipped,  and  fell  A  lizard  of  fear 
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scuttled  in  my  mind  Stepping  forward  with  alacrity  and  picking  up 
the  crown,  I  said,  “Maharaja,  not  today — could  you  not  cancel  it  for 
today’’” 

“Kunti,  wgmen  are  by  nature  nervous,  men  are  by  nature  deter¬ 
mined  I  will  go  Don't  be  upset.  I'm  not  going  to  fight  a  war  It  s 
just  a  simple  hunt  ” 

He  placed  the  crown  on  his  head  and  strode  out 
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Within  two  days  the  Maharaja  returned  from  Varanavata,  but 
with  nothing  to  show  for  his  hunt  Besides,  his  generally  cheer&l 
countenance  had  now  become  morose  and  preoccupied  Could  it  be 
that  the  hunt  had  been  too  fatiguing’’  In  the  belief  that  seeing  Us 
would  revive  his  spints,  I  and  Madn  smilingly  approached  him  He 
did  not  so  much  as  glance  at  us  Head  bowed,  he  went  straight  to  is 
palace  room,  and  barred  the  door  from  inside  He  remained  cooped 
inside  without  any  food  or  water  for  four  days  Despite  repeated 
knockmgs,  the  door  was  never  opened  Scorpions  of  doubt  kept 
stinging  us  In  the  end  we  went  helplessly  to  the  Queen  Mother 
What  we  told  her  made  her  pensive  She  accompanied  us  “nmedia- 
tely  and  knocked  at  the  door  Irritable  and  harsh  sounds  were  hea 
from  inside  “Who  is  it’’”  ,  „  _ 

“Ambalika,  your  mother  Open  the  door,  the  Quee 

ThTdow^pLed  instantly  In  just  four  days  how 
had  he  changed'  He  had  removed  his  royal  sarment 
wearing  a  white  dress  His  head  was  crown- less  / 

ranging  sharp  gaze  was  now  riveted  on  the  groun  .  *9 _ i 

world  conquenng  emperor  standing  before  me,  or  a  mendicant 
couldn't  make  out  ,  for 

^  The  Queen  Mother  asked,  ‘Pu"d“' *  7™  haven  t  eaten  to^ 

four  days  Does  being  a  monarch  mean  that  7°“  ^  oirls’’” 

you  like  whenever  you  like’’  Couldn’t  you  thmk  of 'h«e  ‘wo 

He  bowed,  namaskara  ed  his  mother  and  sai  ,  -.jienever 

that  1  am  the  kind  of  king  who  does  exactly  as  cwi  .  j,g 

he  wishesi  1  am  practising  for  the  kind  of  life  that  is  going  to  be  mine 
'U  the  future  My  behaviour  is  in  accordance  wilh  mat 
V/hat  hfe-style  are  you  talking  about*^  ’ 

*A  sannyasi  s,"  he  said  with  bowed  head 
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“Pandu,  are  you  in  your  senses’  You  are  a  glorious  scion  of  the 
Kuru  dynasty  You  are  a  world-conquering  emperor  You  are  not  a 
beggar  living  in  leaf-thatched  hufThe  Queen  Mother  screamed  at 
him  with  the  virulence  of  a  lightning  flash 
It  seemed  as  if  the  sky  had  fallen  on  me 
“My  fate,  mother  I  am  no  more  the  scion  of  the  Kuru  solar 
dynasty  1  am  not  a  world-conqucnng  emperor  I  am  no  one  s 
husband,  no  one’s  friend  I  am  a  toy  in  the  hand  of  fate  He 
covered  his  face  with  both  hands  The  lips  that  once  ordered 
servants,  now  trembled  uncontrollably 

“Why  are  you  so  obsessed  with  fate*^  Don’t  use  fate  as  a  cover  for 
your  own  cowardice,  Pandu  If  you  had  this  m  mind  all  along,  why 
did  you  have  to  marry  these  two  lovely  girls'^  Arc  your  wives  like  a 
pair  of  slippers  to  put  on  when  you  please  and  throw  away  when  you 
feel  like  throwing  them  away*^”  The  Queen  Mother  said  this  harshly 


and  worriedly 

“No,  mother  You  are  Pandu’s  mother,  and  you  still  haven  t 
understood  Pandu  The  tender  seed  of  my  life’s  deepest  yearnings 
has  been  shrivelled  to  ashes  by  a  ternfying  fiery  curse  ” 

‘  Curse‘s” 

That  syllable  slithered  into  my  ears  like  a  venomous  snake  sliding 
intoitshole  Darknesscloudedmyvision  Madn  slumped  in  a  heap 
The  Queen  Mother  advanced  and,  shaking  the  Maharaja’s  shoul¬ 
ders,  asked  worriedly,  “Curse*^  What  curse,  Pandu'^  What  kind  of 
curse‘s  Whose*^  Who  cast  this  curse^” 

Lifelessly ,  in  a  calm  voice ,  the  Maharaja  replied,  “Four  days  ago  I 
went  hunting  in  the  fofest  of  Varanavata,  but  cruel  fate  hunted  me 
down  instead  I  shot  an  arrow  at  a  deer  coupling  with  his  mate 
Fatally  pierced,  the  deer  collapsed  But  his  cnes  weren’t  deer  cries 
He  moaned  and  tossed  like  a  human  When  I  reached  him,  he 
flailed  his  legs  wildly  He  was  actually  Rishi  Kindam,  who  had  by 
the  strength  of  his  penance  disguised  himself  as  a  deer  and  was 
sporting  in  the  lovely  forest  with  his  mate  As  he  lay  dying  m  his 
deer  body  he  cursed  me  bitterly.  In  your  obsession  with  the  hunt 
you  have  snatched  a^lover  from  his  beloved  and  sent  him  to  the 
clutches  of  death,  for  which  I,  Rjshi  Kindam,  place  this  curse  on 
you — when  you  clasp  your  wife  in  the  act  of  coition,  you  will  die  in 
agony  on  the  spot  as  I  have  died  ” 

Covering  his  face  with  both  hands,  the  world-conquenng  em¬ 
peror  of  the  Kurus  whimpered  like  a  child  He  closed  the  door 
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quickly  The  Queen  Mother,  sobbing,  beat  at  the  door  Madn 
placed  her  head  between  her  knees  and  wept  I  stood  petrified 
Misery,  sorrow,  anguish,  and  above  all  these  numbness 
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The  Maharaja  summoned  me  that  night 

Staring  fixedly  at  the  serene  Ganga  from  the  window,  he  sm  , 
‘  Kunti,  I’m  renouncing  the  palace  Where  excess  wealth  has  full 
scope  to  play,  self-disciphne  goes  by  default  Nothing  is  more 
precious  to  a  man  than  his  own  life  I  will  never  be  able  to  prac  is 
self-control  if  I  stay  here  I’m  leaving  the  palace  tomorrow  and 
going  to  the  Nagashata  mountain  ” 

“But,  Maharaja  ”  My  heart  shook 

“Kunti,  I  know  I  have  not  been  able  to  give  you  anything  The 
Creator  has  plummeted  you  down  from  Himalayan  W''’  ,  , 

drags  of  despondent  reality  I  would  not  hke  you  to  s  ^ 
shed  tears  when  I  am  gone  I  suggest  that  you  go 
parents  Explain  this  to  Madn  also  ” 

‘‘Maharaja,  what  I  wanted  to  say  do  hsten 
“Kunti,  creepers  that  cling  to  a  massif  tree  jjjade 

lightning  to  send  them  crashing  down  This  horn 
you  no  Ltter  than  such  creepers  Fate  plays  the  same  cruel  gam 
with  mortals  that  a  cat  does  with  mice  Go  -hadow 

“Maharaja,  you  must  listen  to  .‘“^lotj.fe  for  a 

cannot  be  divorced  from  the  body  An  Ary  y  night  to 

moment  without  her  husband  Both  of  us  decided  last  night 

accompany  you  to  the  forest  ”  ^  ,o 

“Don’t  gamble  with  fate  fruitlessly,  t^mntntions  as  it  is  to 
remain  self-controlled  in  the  midst  of  pulsing  temp 
contain  the  vast  sky  in  a  sindura  box  ^ 

“Maharaja,  let’s  assume  Time  has  decide  means  to  be 

of  temptations— very  well,  I  can  also  show  im  l^ei-eby  vow 

the  daughter  of  Raja  Shurasena  of  Mathura 
that  from  today  you  are  no  more  my  husban  ,  y  neither  can  a 
son  I  will  havVno  other  thoughts  =tbout  you  BtU  ne.m  ^ 

mother  live  apart  from  her  son  You  will  have  to  take  me 

Will  not  stay  back  ’’ 

“Kunti,  don’t  be  sentimental 
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“If  you  won’t  even  permit  me  this*  then  you  will  have  to  push  me 
into  the  Ganga,  and  then  only  can  you  go  ’ 

“Kunti  Kunti,  really,  even  the  sky  will  be  ashamed  in  front  of 
your  greatness  But  why  Time  gave  me  such  a  jewel  to  place  in  my 
cursed  crown  only  God  knows  ”  He  sobbed,  shivering 

It  doesn’t  become  a  scion  of  the  Kurus  to  weep,  Maharaja  Even 
Fate  will  consider  itself  blessed  if  it  touches  your  precious  feet,"  I 
said  determinedly 

His  grief  seemed  to  abate 

That  terrible  curse  had,  in  one  instant,  annihilated  all  the  glory  of 
the  palace 

For  four  days  the  Maharaja  had  carefully  pondered  the  matter 
before  deciding  to  renounce  the  palace  Who  could  say  if  this  was 
the  right  decision  or  not'’  He  kept  repeating  the  same  thing  it  was 
better  to  be  in  the  forest  than  to  be  roused  and  tempted  in  a  palace’s 
luxurious  surroundings  Apart  from  that,  wealth  pampers  a  man 
Man  can  gamble  once  with  wealth,  fame  and  respectability — but  he 
cannot  ever  gamble  with  his  life 
Forest  exile,  he  thought,  was  perfect  for  abstinence  1  agreed 
Anyone  can  slip  on  the  sweet  and  easy  path  of  luxury  Self  control 
needs  profound  self*awareness,  and  that  was  possible  only  in  the 
forest  The  three  of  us  decided  to  go  to  the  forest 
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We  shed  our  royal  vesture,  and  handed  over  our  body  ornaments 
to  the  Queen  Mother  We  were  leaving — who  knows  how  this 
spread  through  the  whole  city,  like  the  air  itself  Crowds  thronged  in 
front  of  the  palace  The  fact  of  our  departure  plunged  Maharaja 
Bhishma  and  Dhritarashtra  in  an  ocean  of  sadness  The  hard  eyes  of 
these  heroes  brimmed  with  tears  The  Maharaja’s  younger  brother 
Vidura  tried  vanously  to  persuade  him  out  of  his  decision  The 
Maharaja  had  only  one  reply  Palace  and  renunciation  do  not  mix 
And  so  it  happened  that  the  world  conquering  beloved  raja  became 
a  yogi  and  went  to  pass  his  days  in  the  forest  The  hands  that  wielded 
the  Kaurava  sceptre  now  would  carry  the  kamandala  bowl  The  lips 
that  confidently  ordered  a  victonous  army  to  kill  and  loot  would 
now  be  chanting  shlokas  from  the  scnptures  for  his  salvation  Only 
fate  can  hurt  a  person  so  intensely  and  transform  his  life  so 
dramatically 
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Weanng  a  garment  washed  pure-white ,  the  Maharaja  bowed  and 
namaskara-ed  everyone  in  final  farewell  Maharaja  Bhishma  said, 
“Pandu,  earlier  my  father's — Raja  Shantanu’s  — brother  had  simi¬ 
larly  renounced  his  kingdom  His  name  was  Devapi  But  he  did  so 
voluntarily  But  you  ate  having  to  give  up  a  valorous  throne  m  order 
to  sit  on  a  tenouncer's  tigerskin — the  only  reason  for  that  is  your  i 
fortune  In  the  forest  you  will  receive  consolation  and  peace  from 
the  Brahman-absorbed  atman  of  Devapi  Go  Remember  we  t  e 
reason  why  you  are  abandoning  the  throne  Restrain  your  senses 
So  long  as  Bhishma  lives,  the  fame  of  the  Kauravas  is  secure  ave 


no  worries  on  that  score  ”  . 

The  three  of  us  left  the  palace  Only  one  citizen  accompanied 
ds— Dhatn— as  if  the  Creator  had  specifically  made  her  to  P™ 
Kunti  till  death  No  one  was  able  to  convince  her  to  stay  l 
four  of  us  travelled  barefoot  I  had  entered  the  city  as  a  Matoa 
and  I  was  leaving  it  as  a  sannyasini  The  oib^ans  fo 
Penodically  fell  at  our  feet,  wailing,  “Maharaja  Mahar  J  ^ ^ 

forsake  us  Don’t  leave  Hastinapura orphaned  But  . 

not  to  hear  We  numbed  our  ears  Our  minds  were  deaf 
not  look  back,  and  we  could  see  nothing  ahead  , 

Outside  the  city  limits,  we  approached  the  Ganga  S 
heart  welled  up — I  remembered  Mathura  My  c  i  ’ 

•he  Yamuna,  in  Mathura,  innocent  and  nn“™P j,  “Pnthe, 
hood's  Pntha  seen  Kunti  now,  what  would  she  hav®  said  ^Pnme. 

'''here  are  you  going  dressed  m  white  like  a  cr^yg  j  had  no 

chase  butterflies  together  "For  a  second  I  sloo  ’ 

desire  to  take  evL  one  step  further  Who  knows  h;;;;;  ^ame 
generations  of  Kaurava  rule  had  been  witness  J 
Ganga*'  And  how  many  victones'  But  to  ay 
wmten  on  the  mind  of  Ganga  like  a  a*'®®  The  wall  of  my 
probably  never  seen  anything  hke  this  m  Unconsciously, 

patience  shook  I  covered  my  face  with  bot  a 

my  fingers  touched  my  Pcad  ear-nngs  j,^aga  s 

remove  them  I  took  them  off  and  flung  ej  memories 

Waters  A  npple  spread  ever  ^  a^  ago  I  had  similarly 

sprang  up  in  the  lake  of  my  mind  Only  “  And  today,  as 

offered  two  live-fiesh  ear-nngs  to  “’o  Mother’s,  I  was 

•he  final  symbols  of  memories  of  the  Q  j^sj — free 

offering  my  ear  rings  to  the  Ganga  ‘  ,  uy  ,3,1  behind  her 

outside  and  inside  Her  feet  would  now  faithf  y 
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husband  wherever  he  took  her  They  would  stop  nowhere  A 
woman  is  not  born  to  acquire,  but  to  sacrifice 
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From  Hastmapura  we  proceeded  to  the  mountain  of  Nagashata  in 
the  north — a  mountain  inhabited  by  herds  of  elephants  To  us,  so 
used  to  palatial  comforts,  it  seemed  that  the  forest  wind  was 
pouncing  on  us  with  voracious  fury  Even  herds  of  elephants  were 
scattered  by  its  ferocity  Trumpeting,  they  rushed  past  us  helter- 
skelter  Somehow  or  other,  we  passed  a  month  on  that  mountain, 
and  then  pushed  on,  with  no  definite  destination  in  mind  except 
what  we  decided  on  the  spot  We  were  four  individuals  single- 
knotted  to  each  other  by  obligations  passed  on  from  our  past  lives 
Seeing  the  Maharaja  going  far  ahead,  Madn  would  sometimes  burst 
into  tears  I  controlled  myself  and  tned  to  calm  her  down  also 
Leaving  Nagasha»a  hill  we  came  to  the  hill  called  Chaitraratha, 
where  we  spent  a  few  days  before  moving  on  the  Gandhamadana 
hill  On  the  way  were  the  Himalayas,  whose  darshan  soothed  me 
somewhat  Pure-white  snow  on  all  sides  as  if  the  Creator  was 
flashing  rows  of  white  teeth  and  guffawing  at  the  colourful  descep- 
tive  world  In  the  Himalayas  we  met  Mahanshi  Vyasa  He  was  on 
his  way  back  to  Hastmapura  after  severe  tapasya  He  asked, 
surprised,  “Arre  Pandu,  how  is  it  you  are  here*^”  The  Maharaja 
recounted  the  whole  story  m  detail  Ipranama  edhim  Blessing  me, 
he  said,  “Kunti,  Durvasas’  words  will  come  true  You  will  be  a 
mother  of  heroes  ”  The  Maharaja  looked  at  him  stupefied  Turning 
to  the  Maharaja,  he  added,  “Pandu,  you  do  not  know  who  Kunti  is 
No  one  m  the  world  will  get  to  know  about  this  Well,  you  can  leave 
now  ”  He  went  away,  softly,  like  a  whiff  of  air 

I  was  troubled,  because  I  expected  the  Maharaja  to  pursue 
Vyasa’s  statement  It  was  God’s  goodness  that  made  him  keep  silent 
on  the  matter  at  that  time 

We  proceeded  from  the  Himalayas  to  Gandhamadana  hill, 
camping  near  the  Indradyumna  Lake  for  a  few  days  Crossing  the 
Hansakuta  hill,  we  amved  at  the  hill  known  as  Shatashringa,  where 
we  saw  shimmenng-blue  lakes,  lush-green  forests,  many  vaneties  of 
fruit-trees,  and  flocks  of  deer  and  rabbits  Shatashringa  was  the  blue 
border  of  the  green  garment  of  the  goddess  of  Nature 

Beside  one  of  the  lakes  on  that  hill  we  constructed  a  thatched  hut 
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We  had  travelled  so  far  that  we  had  no  idea  any  more  in  which 
direction  lay  Hastinapura  In  that  entire  forest  there  was  on  y  one 
sign  of  human  habitation — our  thatched  hut  And  so  t  ® 
conquering  raja  of  the  Kauravas  began  to  live  in  the  t  a  c  ® 
with  his  two  beloved  wives  The  blue  sky  protective  ^  ,  , 

owed  the  hut,  and  the  towenng  trees  fanned  it  gently 
tubers  and  roots  of  creepers,  and  fruit-trees,  provide  us  wi 
The  forest  grasses  served  us  as  laps  in  which  we  s  ept 
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The  routine  of  the  Maharaja  was  to  finish  his  puja  in  ™  ^ 

and  go  into  the  forest  to  look  for  roots,  shoots  fm^^spendmg 
the  whole  day  there  and  returning  in  the  evening  We  fetched  wa 
from  the  lake,  plastered  andcleaned  the  hut,  and 

And  so  the  days  passed  MemonesofHastinapurafaded  Twoyea 

had  elapsed  since  we  left  Hastinapura  *^^ariated  His  long 
The  Maharaja  had  started  lookingsomew  a  gl^ays  lost  in 

beard  made  him  appear  aged  He  behaved  as  If 

profound  thought  I*  ,I,an  what  was  strictly 

mind  He  did  not  speak  one  word  mor  ^  a  pretty  little 
necessary,  and  did  not  smile  even  by  mis  a  a  ^(j,  j^ 

fawn  came  nuzzling  up  to  him  and  beg 

furry  tongue  I  thought  he  woidd  Jod’Jback, 

him  Instead,  he  squatted,  ran  his  ban  jg^ed  sobbing  like  a 

picked  him  up,  kissed  him  repeatedly  Maharaja  gone 

child  A  fearful  thought  entered  my  mm  oam’  Womedly  I 

and  lost  his  senses  as  a  result  “f  f  ""XauLking  at  me,  he 
questioned  him,  “What  are  you  doing  -.nhed  “Kunti,  what 
nibbed  his  cheek  against  the  fawn’s  skin  an  world, 

can  I  sayt  If  a  childless  man  doesn  t  ^  be  forgotten  as 

how  can  he  have  it  in  heaven''  Isn’t  ■>  emperor  but  a  beggar 

Mon  as  he  dies''  I  am  not  a  world-conquen  g  " 

m  the  kingdom  of  the  Creator  My  name  wi>  ^  ^  ^ben  I  will  use 
“And  that  is  what  makes  you  so  sa  name 

Rishi  Durvasas’  mantra  and  obtain  a  ^  summon  gods 

Mahanshi  Durvasas  has  given  me  a  Mahanshi 

I  informed  him  about  the  ya/nu  pe  °  u-.f- for  the  sole  purpose© 

“Kunti,  did  the  Creator  make  >ou  my  wife  for 
redeeming  my  shame*^” 
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‘Maharaja,  you  will  soon  see  in  this  thatched  hut  the  menton- 
ous  son  you  long  for  ” 

And  with  that  I  closed  the  subject 

Some  days  later,  one  morning  I  scooped  water  m  my  hollowed 
palm  to  sip  titually  before  the  religious  ceremony,  and  (dosed  my 
eyes  The  words  of  the  mantra  revolved  in  the  cave  of  niy  mind 
With  each  word  I  seemed  progressively  to  lose  my  body-oonscious- 
ness  1  remembered  the  earth  which  carnes  the  weigh\t  of  the 
whole  world,  and  1  summoned  Yama,  who  is  simultaneously  the 
god  of  death  and  dharma  My  body  became  a  mass  of  radiance  A 
streak  of  light  sped  out  of  the  earth,  pierced  that  radiance,  and 
flashed  away  Slowly  1  started  becoming  conscious  of  my  body  My 
tuber  root  and  fruit  nourished  IxKiy  trembled  uncontrollably,  and 
1  fell  with  a  thud  on  the  ground 
I  stopped  speaking  from  that  day,  preferring  solitude  I  was 
attracted  more  and  more  to  serenity  Loud  speech  irritated  jme  A 
unique  new  life  began  for  me  all  over  again  My  body  blossomed 
At  the  appropriate  time,  one  day  at  dawn,  I  felt  a  pain  in  my 
womb  I  became  a  mother  A  serene-faced  son  was  bom  The 
faces  of  all  lit  up  with  joy  They  named  him  Yudhishthira  The 
child  grew  up  m  the  thatched  hut  He  never  cried,  but  he  never 
smiled  either  His  appearance  was  always  calm,  like  a  nver-bed 
He  had  large  eyes 

The  Maharaja,  forgetting  everything,  devoted  himself  to  playing 
with  the  boy  We  had  already  forgotten  Hastinapura,  and  now  wi* 
forgot  our  own  sorrows  as  well 

Yudhishthira  was  now  a  year  old  The  second  year  I  obtained  a 
son  from  the  wind  god  Vayu,  a  shapely  and  chybby  little  boy  We 
decided  to  name  him  Bhima  He  grew  up  to  be  as  swift  as  the 
wind  He  could  not  sit  still  m  one  place  even  for  a  second  After 
Bhima  I  was  gifted  a  son  by  the  god  Indra  This  dark- 
complexioned  boy  was  bnlliant  in  every  way  He  was  born  punctu 
ally  at  noon  His  black  eyes  seemed  to  emit  fiery  sparks  of  person 
ahty  We  named  him  Arjuna  Yudhishthira  Bhima  and  Arjuna— 
the  thatched  hut  echoed  with  their  playfyl  gurgling  I  felt  cont 
ented  fulfilled  Dhatn  the  Maharaja  and  I  spent  hours  discussing 
plans  for  their  future — what  they  would  do  and  what  they  would 
become  Dhatn  would  always  reiterate  Bhima  is  not  one  to  listen 
to  anybody  He  will  beat  up  anyone  who  opposes  hirn  He  can  t  sit 
quiet  for  even  a  second 
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Madri  wouitd  listen  to  our  conversations,  sitting  quiet  y 
comer.  She  m;ver  spoke  a  word  to  anyone.  She  lived  in  a  wor  o 
her  own.  I  guessed  why  she  was  so  lonesome.  It  doesn  t  ta  e  veiy 
long  for  one  woman  to  divine  the  reason  behind  another  wc^an  s 
sadness.  She  wanted  children  of  her  own.  I  asked  her  0"“ 
the  lake,  “Madri,  are  you  feling  sad  because 
children?”  Insitead  of  replying,  she  clung  to  me  and  sobbed  l 
stroked  her  back  and  said,  “Madri,  you  are  a  daughter-m-  a 
Kauravas.  Doni’t  cry.  You  also  will  be  a  mother  . 

I  scooped  two  palmsful  of  water  from  the  lake  an  rem 

Rishi  Durvasas.  Seating  Madri  in  front  of  me,  I  ptmre  5,„ted 

her  hand  and  istarted  declaiming  the  over  I 

feeling  void,  lifce  a  quiver  emptied  of  arrows.  Man  ra  of 

opened  my  eyes ,  and  asked  Madri,  “Do  you 
the  mantra  now  ?”  She  nodded  yes.  I  too  ‘"„o 

but  I  failed.  I  rooted  about  in  my  memory  for  the  wor  ,  ^t^ 
avail.  Kunti  had  passed  on  her  last  shakti  to  ^^ly 

now  an  ordinary  woman,  a  less  than  rammon  w  • 
her  sons  and  her  husband  as  her  wealth.  I  re  “  musk, 

the  thatched  hut,  feeling  like  a  There  were  nine 

Madri  had  twin  sons,  Nakula  and  ^  Dhatri, 

humans  now  in  ahe  thatched  hut  theM  jljjastinapura. 

and  the  five  boys.  Ten  years  had  elapsed  since  we  left  Hast  P 
Time  mshed  by  like  a  mountain  wind.  ,  •  ,i,is  decade  in 
We  had  no  idea  of  what  had  ‘«";P‘V"^Synity. WU 
Hastmapura  and  what  had  happf  ne  o  e  d,  , 

we  stayed  on  was  near-inaccessible.  H  r  .j^e  outside  world 

forest.  We  were  cut  off  from  the  f  our  home,  iu 

was  to  us  like  a  land  of  ‘‘re-J"'*- ^  i,5  bird  song  our  enter- 

multitude  of  creatures  our  fellow-bei  S’.  ,  forest, 

tainment,  and  we  had  become  true  en 


32 


,  .  can  turn  a  wilderness  into 
A  woman,  with  her  sons  arouno  ,  soent  all  our  lime 

heaven.  And  there  were  three  of  us  wo  ‘  teasing  them. 

playing  with  the  children,  be  only  one  who  gave 

Small  they  were— but  very  bright.  Bhima  j^mly  swinging. 

OS  the  slip.  Like  a  huge  elephant  s  tnin*. 
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he  was  on  the  move  all  the  time  Not  still  for  even  an  eye-blink 
And  he  seemed  to  grow  stronger  and  more  and  more  muscular 
every  day  All  five  brothers  grew  on  a  diet  of  milk  of  wild  cows  and 
fruits  The  forest  breeze  entertained  them  with  the  flute-music  of 
Its  peregrinations  Their  boyish  laughter  enchanted  the  thatched 
hut  Even  the  aging  heart  of  Dhain  broke  into  buds  of  blossoming 
affection,  and  she  would  often  play  games  with  them  Blue  sky 
above  and  green  earth  below — in  this  manner  the  five  grew,  like 
five  teak  trees  More  dear  than  beauty,  wealth  and  fame  are 
children  to  their  mother  She  feels  fulfilled  only  when  two  silken 
baby  lips  suck  sweetly  at  her  breast  Motherhood  is  a  woman’s 
moksha 

I  was  once  more  at  the  pinnacle  of  happiness  Life  is  a  game  of 
joy  and  sorrow,  light  and  shade  The  forest  became  our  king¬ 
dom — a  kingdom  obtained  without  subjugating  anyone,  and  I  was 
Its  Maharani 

The  Maharaja  forgot  his  own  tnbulations  seeing  us  playing  with 
the  children  Playing  with  them,  he  even  forgot  his  life-wounding 
curse  He  laughed  as  he  used  to  before,  and  talked  freely,  with  an 
open  mind 
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Year  after  year  passed  The  children  became  youths,  roaming 
fearlessly  m  the  forest  They  always  went  out  together  The  hill  of 
Shatashringa  was  soon  too  small  to  contain  the  variety  of  their 
games  and  exploits  Bhima  would  return,  dragging  tiger  cubs  by 
their  ears  Environment  modulates  life,  and  so  a  man  becomes 
what  his  companions  are  And  children  just  love  to  imitate  any 
way  They  learnt  from  us — and  they  learnt  their  basic  lifestyle 
even  more  from  the  surrounding  forest  The  ntuals  and  ceremo¬ 
nies  of  Nature  educated  them  all  through  childhood  They  were 
now  between  ten  and  twelve  years  old 
The  streams  of  the  forest  taught  them  this  Let  your  life  flow, 
keep  It  flowing  They  had  no  experience  of  life’s  stagnant  or  still 
lakes  The  towering  mountain  peaks  counselled  them  Be  tall, 
walk  erect  The  blue  sky  above  advised  Keep  your  mind  pure 
The  trees  that  sheltered  the  numerous  forest  creatures  said  Be 
compassionate  The  high  flying  birds  said  Aspire  towards  the 
best 


The  Death-Conqueror 


155 


They  bombarded  us  with  thousands  of  questions  till  we  were  fed 
up 

Yudhishthira  would  ask,  “Mother,  who  has  created  the  blue 
sky-dome  over  the  earth'’  Where  are  its  pillars’’ 

I  would  reply,  “Son,  it  was  Bhagavan  Shiva  who  to  protect  tn 
gods  drank  the  poison  that  emerged  from  the  prmal 
the  ocean  The  poison  turned  his  throat  blue  That  ue 
sky  ”  1 1  h 

Arjuna  would  ask,  “Mother,  when  the  wind  blows  swift  y,  w  y 

does  It  whistle  su-u-u-n  su-u-u-n'’”  „,ohtv 

I  would  reply,  “Arjuna,  Bhagavan  Rama  Chandra  *  ^ 

archer  The  arrows  he  released  from  his  bow  to  i  ”  , 

so  swift  that  no  one  was  able  to  stop  their  flig  this 

arrows  are  still  circling  the  earth  Their  tail  feathers  p 
whistling  scream  ”  He  would  start  pondering  this  „ 

Bhima  would  ask,  “Mother,  how  were  j  ..mg  there 

Iwouldreply,“Bhima,mBhagavanRamaChandms.im^^^^^^^^ 

was  a  powerful  general  named  Hanuman  garth, 

[anger  It  so  happened  that  he  once  wante 

but  the  earth  in  those  times  was  an  unconge 

bis  foot  m  the  morass,  wherever  his  foo  .pollen  parts 

created  The  rear  parts  swelled  and  rose  hig  ,  through  the 
became  what  we  now  call  hills  and  moumains  am  to  the  sky 
swamps,  Hanuman-ji  got  disgusted,  and  ew  p 
A  huge  chunk  stuck  to  his  foot,  and  that  c  ,|,  and  started 

moon  ”  He  listened  to  me  with  his  cheeks  and 

'tnuating  the  colossal  size  of  Hanuman  by  p 
raising  his  shoulders  .  ^hv  does  lightning 

Nakula  and  Sahadeva  would  ask.  Mo 
Bash  m  the  sky'’”  always  battling  m  the 

1  would  reply,  “The  gods  and  anti  go  hands  of  the 

^by  Lightning  flashes  are  the  glittering  swords  m 

”  ainsi  Sahadeva 

Nakula  swung  his  hand  in  mock  j,s  They  accepted 

The  boys  would  ask  me  many  similar 
^11  that  I  said  It  was  enough  to  satisfy  t  c 

34 
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Our  days  passed  happily-  Wc  had  no  dcs 


156 


Mrityunjaya 


Shatashrmga  A  tender  feelings  develops  for  any  place  where  a 
person  stays  for  any  considerable  period  of  time — a  feeling  of  a 
wonderful  oneness  Shatashrmga  was  now  our  permanent  resi¬ 
dence,  and  It  would  be  the  natural  thing  to  expect  that  my  last 
breath  would  also  mingle  with  its  breezes  I  had  no  regrets,  be¬ 
cause  we  had  been  looked  after  by  this  mountain  for  close  to 
eighteen  years  But  there  is  no  personality  in  this  world  more 
unpredictable  than  Kala,  the  Spint  of  Time,  who  colours  every¬ 
thing  according  to  his  whims — and  how  swiftly  too>  In  no  time  at 
all  he  turns  everything  topsy-turvy  In  a  second  he  becomes  a 
python  swallowing  up  whole  cities  that  bustled  with  pleasure  on 
the  face  of  the  earth  The  culture  that  man  painstakingly  cons¬ 
tructs  over  thousands  of  years  is  obliterated  by  the  Spirit  of  Kala  as 
if  It  were  no  better  than  a  sand  fort  sculpted  by  a  child  and  washed 
away  by  an  ocean  wave  Isn’t  this  world  nothing  more  than  a  one- 
man  fiefdom  whose  ruler  is  Time’^  Where  can  you  find  fine  fellow¬ 
ship  and  perfect  unity  here*^  Who  is  the  dice-player  who  gambles 
with  human  life*^  Who  the  puppeteer  dangling  these  dolls'^  How 
infinitesimally  petty  is  human  life  m  this  colossal  cosmos  that  we 
call  the  Egg  of  Brahma^  To  Time  who  effects  a  complete  transfor¬ 
mation  in  nature  whenever  he  so  desires,  man  must  seem  to  better 
than  a  flimsy  bubble  to  prick  and  burst  at  will  The  blowing  of  this 
bubble  IS  no  gam  to  the  world,  nor  its  bursting  any  loss  The  world 
remains  what  it  is 

But  there  are  times  when  the  bursting  of  this  bubble  creates 
inevitable  npples  in  human  life  And  these  npples  can  on  occasion 
become  whirlpools  They  destroy  confidence,  they  consume  faith 
They  raise  doubts  about  the  existence  of  a  Supreme  Power  called 
God  The  mind  wanders  perplexed  Like  a  bird  trapped  m  a  forest 
fire,  it  flaps  about  in  futile  agony 

It  took  just  one  incident  to  reduce  me  to  this  state  One  day 
Madn  went  to  the  lake  to  fetch  water  A  little  later,  as  was  his 
custom,  the  Maharaja  also  went  into  the  forest  Madn  returned  in 
a  short  while,  but  her  heart-picrcmg,  pitiful  screams  made  me 
rush  in  alarm  out  of  the  thatched  hut  She  had  no  water-pot  m  her 
hands  Beating  her  breast,  teanng  her  hair,  and  shouting  “Elder 
sister*  like  a  madwoman,  she  ran  towards  me,  swift  as  wind,  but 
tnpping  and  stumbling  Her  dress  was  m  disarray  Had  anyone 
come  in  front  of  her  at  that  time,  she  would  certainly  have  dashed 
against  him  and  fallen  on  the  ground  I  was  completely  at  a  loss  A 
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pang  of  fear  coursed  through  my  veins  What  could  have  happened 
to  Madri*^  Where  was  the  pot  she  had  taken  with  her  to  fetch  water 
in*^  Were  the  five  young  boys  safe  or 
She  fell  on  me  in  a  heap,  screaming  Jiji^  Elder  sister'”  all  the 
time  Touching  her  chin,  I  lifted  her  face  up  to  me  and  asked, 
“Madri,  why  are  you  crying*^  Where’s  your  pot*^” 

“Smashed,”  she  said  and  clung  to  me  Seeing  her  confusion 
decrease,  I  asked,  “Madn,  you  are  a  brave  lady  Why  are  you 
sobbing  like  a  little  girP  Tell  me  what’s  happened  ” 

‘Tiji  Maharaja  ”  she  replied  and  again  clung  to  me  An 
embrace  that  was  full  of  pain  Her  heart  palpitated  with 
“What’s  happened  to  him*^  Tell  me,  Madn,  where  is  he  I 
shouted 


“Beside  the  lake  ”  i  j  if 

Her  words  made  me  prick  up  my  ears,  like  a  startled  can 
Pushing  her  aside,  I  ran  to  the  lake  She  followed,  keeping  pace 
The  sight  I  saw  beside  the  lake  was  sufficient  to  make  me  lose  al 
faith  in  life  and  the  world  My  lord,  my  life  precious  life  compan 
•40n,  lay  lifeless  as  a  log  of  wood  on  the  ground  The  ^  7  ^ 
pulsed  with  the  blood  of  the  Kurus,  the  body  that  shamed  even  the 
Sun-God,  lay  there,  dark  and  lifeless,  like  a 
Thinking  he  had  fainted,  I  placed  my  hand  on  his  body 
revive  him  My  hair  stood  on  end-his  body  was  ice  cold  I  rose 
and  asked  Madn,  “Madn,  how  did  this  happen 

She  turned  her  face  away  and  replied  huski  y,  >  '  j, 

fault  I  had  filled  the  pot  and  was  returning  ifpnnp  m  the 

funding  on  the  lake’s  edge  My  r‘*^"“‘‘l^®to  "over 

breeze,  but  because  of  the  pot  on  my  hea  ™  threw  away  his 
■uyself  properly  He  looked  at  me  and  smiled  He  th  y 

was  a  strange  ^  towards  himself  and 

The  moment  I  came  near,  he  puiieu  .  ^  _  of 

clasped  me  tightly  My  water-pot  fell  an  .^adn' 

[tist  shone  in  his  eyes  Embracing  me,  tn  break  free 

Madn'’  and  raining  kisses  on  me  I  strugg  i  u  food  I 

but  1  couldn’t  He  pounced  on  me  like  a  famished  °n  fimd 
suffocatd  in  his  tight  embrace  Then,  ’ 

^^nses  He  pushed  me  away  as.f  1  were  “  ““‘ho 

but  his  body  started  changing,  his  eyes  to  ’  hf^ 

yound  He  flailed  his  arms  and  legs  as  ^j,„od  with  fear 
Madn'  Madn!’  he  wnthed  in  agony 
Then  I  started  running  to  you  ” 
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I  slapped  Madn  hard  She  started  wailing  even  louder  My  ears 
throbbed  with  the  words  of  Rishi  Ktndam's  curse:  “Raja,  you  have 
separated  a  lover  from  his  beloved  When  you  wish  to  make  love 
to  your  wife  as  I  did,  you  too  will  die  a  similar  agonising  death 
My  life-companion  had  left  me  to  start  on  his  final  journey  A 
single  instant  of  lust  was  enough  to  snatch  him  away  from  the 
verdure  of  life  and  deposit  him  on  the  pyre  of  death  Only  one 
instant  was  required  to  turn  Kunti  into  a  widow  in  order  to  test  her 
powers  of  fortitude  The  great  world-conquering  self-disciphmng 
emperor  did  finally  become  a  feeble  beggar  in  the  kingdom  of  lust. 
A  yogi  who  for  years  had  controlled  himself  had  in  just  one  instant 
become  a  victim  of  the  yearnings  of  his  weak  will  Lust’  Lust — the 
deep,  deceitful  ditch  where  a  man  may  slip  and  fall  any  moment 
Lust — the  lightning  that  can  stake  at  any  time  and  destroy  one’s 
life  The  fire  that  burns  to  ashes  not  just  oneself  but  others  also 
My  self-control  snapped  Screaming,  “Maharaja’”  I  collapsed 
on  his  corpse  and  beat  my  head  on  his  chest  The  vermilion  spot  on 
my  forehead  was  wiped  away 
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Dhatn  began  making  preparations  for  the  cremation  She  built 
the  pyre  A  world-conquering  emperor’s  pyre,  in  an  unpeopled 
lonely  forest  beside  a  lake  What  el^  had  Fate  in  store  for  me*^  I 
was  a  widow  at  thirty  two  A  woman  without  a  husband,  a  lamp 
without  a  flame  What  was  my  status  now*^  A  Yadava  king’s 
respected  daughter*’  The  glorious  Maharani  of  the  Kauravas?  The 
forest-queen  of  this  wilderness*’  The  fortune-favoured  mother  of 
sons  whose  feats  will  illuminate  the  world*’  Chhee^  Chhee^  I  wasn’t 
any  of  these  I  was  just  a  lifeless  hulk  of  a  widow,  a  fate-afflicted, 
ruined  relic  Widow’  A  terrifying  word’  Maharani,  widow,  young 
girl’  C/i/iee’  What  was  common  in  all  these  three*’  What  is  life  after 
alP  Taking  one  twisting  turn  after  another,  where  was  my  life 
stream  going  to  end*’  What  was  Kunti's  future  going  to  be*’  Chhee^ 
Even  the  wisest  astrologer  of  all.  Lord  Brahma  himself,  wouldn’t 
be  able  to  predict  her  future  Where  was  I  going  to  get  the 
fortitude  to  endure  the  burning  wounds  of  misfortune*’  Who  will 
be  patient  with  me,  who  will  console  me  in  this  forest*’  Where  can 
a  person  go  for  shelter  when  the  entire  sky  collapses  all  around 
him*’ 
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I  had  placed  a  helpless  baby  m  the  lap  of  Death —  was  that  the 
reason  I  was  being  punished  by  the  same  fierce  teeth-gnashmg 
Death*^  In  front,  a  yawning  pit,  and  at  the  back,  a  horrendous 
forest — was  that  all  my  life  was*^  As  a  child,  I  was  a  plaything  in 
father’s  hands  In  Bhojpur  a  plaything  of  Durvasas,  and  today  a 
toy  of  Time  which  sped  past  me  funously  Trying  to  catch  up  with 
Time  would  lead  to  my  total  destruction  Whose  support  should  I 
now  take  on  life’s  road‘s  My  mind’s'^ — but  I  had  no  mind  of  my 
own  any  more  And  if  I  had,  it  was  no  better  than  deaf  It  made  no 
distinctions  between  past,  future,  and  present  Time  like  a  cheetah 
was  dragging  Kunti’s  half  dead  goat-body  and  swiftly  rushing 
away  I  was  silent  I  didn’t  feel  even  like  crying,  because  no  tears 
oozed  from  my  congealed  heart  Nor  were  my  thoughts  so  soft  as 
to  burst  to  tears 


Placing  the  Maharaja’s  corpse  on  the  pyre,  Dhatri  stacked  fu- 
neral  sticks  on  it  She  lit  the  pyre  A  maid  lit  the  pyre  of  an 
illustrious,  world-conquering  warrior  who  made  his  foes  tremble  in 
fear'  The  flames  leapt  like  birds  flapping  towards  the  sky  My 
feelings  were  all  numb  I  rose  with  the  intention  of  mounting  the 
pyre  What  was  the  use  of  this  meaningless  life  any  more  I 
determinedly  tucked  in  my  anchal  By  this  time,  Madn  had  bathed 
the  lake,  she  came  dressed  m  white,  touched  my  feet  and 
respectfully  took  her  hand  over  her  head  Without  once  looking 
back  to  see  if  I  had  anything  to  say,  she  entered  the  burning  pyre 
bier  white  dress  burst  instantly  into  flames  My  heart,  i  e  a  i 
pierced  by  an  arrow,  anguished  for  her  I  was  the  one  who  had 
slapped  her  across  the  face  I  was  the  one  who  had  thought  her  t 
be  a  slave  of  her  passions  But  how  swiftly  had  she  made  up  her 
thind  She  had  cocked  a  contemptuous  thumb  at  Rishi  m 
paid  Death  his  price  by  not  abandoning  her  beloved  us  an  a 
funeral  pyre  No  one’s  curse  would  now  separate  her  from  her 

beloved’s  embrace  I  steeled  myself  to  follow  her  example  Exac  y 

*ben  the  five  princes  ran  out  of  the  thatched  hut  and  clung  o  me 
Shak.„g  :ne,  they  asked,  “Mata,  where  .s  P.U-J.?”  Nakula  and 
Sahadeva  said  with  pitiful,  choked  voices,  “Where  is  our 
ma?’*  ^ 


Seeing  them,  my  deaf  heart  melted  Supposmg  I  had  '”*^9 
pyre  also'>  Where  would  Dhatn  have  gone  wilh  rbesc 
^bundomng  one  son  had  given  me  such 
Sbl — I  don’t  know  what  it  was  But  but  if  I  ha 
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these  five  dependent  children,  then-then  that  surely  would  be 

wrong  I  clasped  them  to  me,  and  sobbed  loudly  They  clung  to  me 

like  chicks  All  my  plans  crumbled-^ven  the  decision  to  immolate 


The  flaming  pyre  faded  and  fell  silent  Ashes  floated  m  the  air 
Two  divine  beings  who  till  yesterday  had  chatted  with  me  ^'1°^ 
and  sorrow— where  had  they  disappeared*?  Death  is  the  one  whirl¬ 
pool  in  the  river  of  life  that  no  one  can  cross  Death  is  the  selt- 
willed  horse  in  the  non-stop  chanot  of  the  Creator  Who  knows 
how  many  lives  it  has  trampled  under  his  hooves  till  today*?  Today 
his  eyes  had  spotted  my  little  thatched  hut  In  the  form  of  Rishi 
Kindam  s  curse  and  Madn’s  decision,  he  had  shredded  me  The 
black  storehouse  of  Death  had  obviously  not  been  filled  yet  with 
all  the  deaths  of  the  world  till  now  He  had  added  two  more  lives  in 
it  But  by  so  doing  he  had  wiped  my  fate  clean  from  my  forehead  I 
approached  the  pyre  and  rubbed  its  ash  on  my  vermilion-less 
forehead  That  ash  contained  the  burning  tears  of  an  unfortunate 
Maharam  as  well  as  the  death-defiant  joyous  tears  of  a  beloved, 
along  with  the  defeated  blood  drops  of  a  once-victonous  king, 
and 

And  the  burnt-out  nectarine  words  of  Rishi  Durvasas’  god- 
summoning  mantra  which  had  been  reduced  to  ash  along  with  the 
body  of  Madn 
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1  returned  to  the  thatched  hut — a  hut  that  seemed  now  to  be 
fretful  and  hostile  The  Maharaja  s  and  Madn’s  presences  seemed 
to  me  to  be  in  every  grass  shoot  and  every  leaf  of  the  hut  Had  I 
stayed  there  even  a  moment  longer,  I  would  surely  have  gone 
mad  I  was  patient  by  nature,  I  was  a  Kshatnya  girl,  a  brave 
mother,  but  after  all  I  was  only  a  Woman  Which  woman  could 
possibly  have  remained  calm  after  the  gruesome  happenings  in  this 
dessolate,  frightening  forest*?  1  had  only  one  choice — to  return  to 
Hastmapura  Not  for  my  sake,  but  for  the  sake  of  my  sons  I 
decided  to  go  back  to  Hastmapura  I  was  a  helpless  mother  at  that 
lime  And  a  mother  has  no  pnde — she  has  only  affection  and 
tenderness  How  could  I  possibly  stay  on  in  the  forest  with  my 
innocent  sons  and  Dhatn*?  The  same  curse  that  made  me  leave  was 
now  making  me  return  to  Hastmapura  When  I  left,  there  were 
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four  of  us  I,  the  Maharaja,  Madn,  and  Dhatn  But,  returning, 
there  were  five  sons  in  place  of  the  Maharaja  and  Madn  If  I  went 
all  out  to  bring  them  up  properly,  their  future  could  at  least  be 
assured  Otherwise,  they  would  pensh  in  the  fires  of  harsh  reality 
exactly  as  our  life’s  seeds  had  been  consumed  Tears  were  not 
going  to  help  me  in  any  way  Tears  do  not  change  destmy  The 
best  thing  was  to  boldly  spit  in  the  face  of  circumstances  I  had  to 
show  society  which  believed  in  the  helplessness  of  women  and  I 
had  to  show  the  play  of  circumstances  that  I  was  perfectly  capable 
of  nurturing  five  lotuses  in  the  mud  of  hostile  forces  We  left 
Shatashnnga  hill  and  moved  towards  Hastinapura,  after  a  gap  of 
twenty  years  How  transformed  must  Hastinapura  be  after  these 
two  decades*  And  surely  the  feelings  of  Hastinapura  s  citizens  for 
Maharani  Kunti  must  be  clouded  by  this  time 
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A  month  later  we  arnved  on  the  bank  of  the  Ganga  In  the  far 
distance  was  Hastinapura  As  soon  as  I  reached  the  Ganga,  I  was 
reminded  of  the  ear-rings  of  the  Queen  Mother  which  I  had 
thrown  into  the  Ganga’s  waters  They  must  be  lying 
deep  m  the  Ganga’s  mud— and  the  two  live  ear  rings  that  lhaa 
abandoned  in  the  Ashva  nver— where  were  they  now  and  how 
were  they-?  What  had  all  these  years  done  to  that  innocent  boy  e 
must  have  been  brought  up  as  another  chanoleer  in  a  family  o 
chanoteers  He  was  probably  a  groomer  of  horses  ™ 
asking  everyone  questions  about  his  flesh  ear  rings  a  . . 

then  that  my  fate  was  going  to  take  this  miserable  urn, 
have  taken  him  and  gone  away  somewhere  But  the 
which  I  abandoned  him,  did  that  intention  get  * 

many  days  had  I  been  able  to  spend  as  a  Maharani  in  Hash  p 
Harsh  Time  had  exacted  a  heavy  revenge  for  my  f  , 

^ut  I  had  now  made  up  my  mind  A  woman  can  ma  e 
°f  the  worst  circumstances  The  only  duty  for  me  "“w 
^'ngle  minded  attention  to  bringing  up  my  five  sons  ® 

ringed  boy  was  like  the  fallen  chandoh  chick  “"f  ^  3“ 

Jtentn  the  palace  garden  That  was  no  one’s  fault  Ifb'amctadto 
apportioned,  It  was  uncanng  Fate’s  m Vs  father  not 

to  his  brothers  None  else  Not  Pntha,  not  Pntha  s  fath  . 

Hurvasas 
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We  set  foot  m  the  city  I  had  come  to  this  city  as  a  Maharani,  I 
left  It  as  a  sannyasmt,  and  1  was  returning  to  it  after  twenty  years  as 
a  widow  But  my  mind  was  at  peace  The  blows  of  fate  had 
somehow  made  me  indifferent  I  had  realised  that  gnef  was  not  the 
ultimate  cure  for  sorrow  What’s  going  to  happen  is  going  to 
happen  And  there  is  always  a  deep  meaning  m  whatever  happens 
There  is  always  some  cause  for  it  Nothing  happens  without  mean¬ 
ing  m  this  world 

We  reached  the  palace  I  prepared  myself  to  face  the  Queen 
Mother’s  interrogation  But  the  minister  confronted  me  with  very 
unexpected  news  He  said,  “News  that  the  Maharaja  had  left  the 
kingdom  untimely  and  taken  to  the  forest  so  shocked  the  Queen 
Mother  that  she  forsook  Hastinapura  for  ever  ’’ 

The  only  support  for  me  now  was  liberal-minded  Bhishma  As 
soon  as  he  saw  me,  he  said  affectionately,  “Kunti,  where  are 
Pandu  and  Madri’’’’ 

I  replied  with  composure,  “'They  have  gone  to  Rishi  Kmdam  to 
enquire  about  my  future  ” 

He  advanced,  placed  his  hand  on  my  shoulder,  and  intoned 
gravely,  “Why  he  to  foretell  your  future’  I,  Bhishma,  can  tell  you 
that  Kunti,  from  today  you  are  the  Queen  Mother  of  the 
Kauravas  Go,  enter  the  palace  ’ 

With  my  five  sons  and  Dhatn,  1  stepped  on  the  stairs,  and 
looked  back  at  Grandsire  Bhishma  He  was  wiping  his  eyes  with 
the  end  of  his  shawl 
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In  twenty  years  Hastinapura  had  totally  changed  All  the  reins 
of  government  had  passed  into  Dhritarashtra’s  hands  Soon  after 
we  left  for  the  forest,  he  married  the  lovely  princess  Gandhan 
Devi  of  Gandhara  Our  younger  brother  in  law  Vidura  had  also 
married,  but  he  had  no  real  powers— he  acted  only  as  an  adviser 
Many  of  the  elder  Kauravas  of  the  palace  had  long  since  gone  on 
their  final  journeys  Bhishma  alone  stood  firm  like  the  Himalyas 
and  conscientiously  continued  to  look  after  the  general  welfare 
Maharishi  Vyasa  s  boon  had  granted  Gandhan  Devi  one  hundred 
sons  and  a  daughter,  Duhshah  Duryodhana  was  the  eldest  son 
The  Kaurava  dynasty  had  proliferated  like  a  massive  banyan  The 
skilled  Guru  Drona  had  come  to  the  city  to  tram  the  pnnces  in  the 
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art  of  war  I  stayed  in  the  palace  as  Queen  Mother  The  people 
loved  the  children  because  they  happened  to  be  the  sons  of  the 
Maharaja  The  Maharaja’s  previous  world-conquest  and  their  tear 
of  Bhishma  helped  to  make  the  citizens  respect  me  as  the  Queen 
Mother  My  sons  joined  the  military  school  for  princes  to  earn 
war-craft  Their  inborn  intelligence  and  sensitivity  ma  e  t  em 
beloved  of  everyone  Arjuna  was  Guru  Drona’s  favourite  pupi 
Drona  always  said,  “There  will  never  be  an  archer  to  equal  Arjuna 
in  the  whole  of  Aryavarta  ’’  My  sons  also  were  very  oving  wi 
each  other  No  one  could  ever  have  believed  that  t  ey 
stepbrothers  ,  u  .  i 

My  Fate  slapped  mind,  seeing  this,  relaxed  ®  , 

inwardly  happy  that  my  returning  had  led  to  the  we 
children  I  could  now  sit  back  and  bask  in  the  joy  o 
Queen  Mother  This  title  of  Queen  Mother  had  emerged  after 
twenty  years  of  firing  in  the  kiln  of  exile  I  was  prou  ..  ^ 

why  noi’>  Though  a  mere  woman,  had  I  not 
the  occasion  by  braving  all  the  oc  .jie  Queen 

braving,  remaining  calm  as  well  I  breathed  easy  '  *';Xa 
Mother  I  was  optimistic  about  the  „  "fc, 

princes  But  but  there  were  times  when  unease  would 

born  in  Bhojpura  filled  my  mmd-and  then  a  deep  unease  wou 

overcome  me 
39 

It  happened  two  years  after  ray  ‘y,^l,^u"temple  m  the 

gone  to  have  a  darshan  of  the  deity  ordered  a  specially 

heart  of  the  city  Grandsire  Bhishma 

constructed  curtained  chariot  for  me  voked  to  that 

to  the  temple  Though  six  horses  were  in  en  ^  He  argued, 

chariot,  I  insisted  that  the  charioteer  y  .  Besides,  the 

'  Raj  mata,  a  horse  less  makes  renlv  “Let  tt  be  That 

chariot’s  balance  is  affected  ’’  And  1  wou  ’  yoke  just  five 

empty  space  will  always  remind  me  of 

horses  The  world  likes  the  was  almost  inside 

I  was  returning  after  the  darshan  chanot  rolled  to  a 

the  palace  grounds  Then  a  sudden  Jo  ,  y/gy  has  it  slopped^ 

halt  1  asked  the  charioteer, ‘What  s  wrong  y  joshed 

He  replied.  “Some  unknown  boy  crossed  our  pat 
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across  at  the  risk  of  his  life  to  save  a  kitten  from  being  run  over  I 
reined  in  the  horses,  and  he  was  luckily  saved  ” 

I  felt  puzzled  by  the  boy’s  deed  Saving  a  kitten  at  the  risk  of  his 
own  life*  And  I — I,  a  mother,  had  pushed  away  my  own  child  far 
from  me  How  grown-up  he  must  be  by  now  Should  he  come  to 
me  now,  I  would  hug  him  tight  against  my  breast  But  but 
Social  convention  prevented  me  from  going  to  the  city  where  he 
was  What  Was  he  doing  there‘s  He’ll  be  a  grown  young  man  by 
now  Where  was  he’^  Who  does  he  love  as  his  mother*^  These  and 
many  other  thoughts  invaded  my  mind  Intending  to  return  to  the 
palace  and  relax  on  my  bed,  I  said  to  the  charioteer,  “No  stopping 
for  any  reason  Drive  straight  to  the  palace  ” 

He  cracked  his  whip  The  crack  made  me  wonder  Was  my  son 
similarly  urging  horses  forward"^  The  thought  hurt  me  What  was 
his  name*^  How  tall  he  must  have  become*  How  did  his  flesh-ear- 
nngs  look  now*?  Revolving  these  thoughts  m  my  mind,  I  arrived 
at  the  palace 
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The  river  of  Time  flowed  on,  meandering  around  the  curves  of 
days  and  nights  Yudhishthira,  Bhima,  Arjuna,  Nakula  and 
Sahadeva  grew  more  popular  day  by  day  with  the  people,  who 
treated  them  with  the  utmost  respect  My  mind  again  swayed 
happily  on  the  swing  of  joy  In  remembrance  of  the  Maharaja,  the 
subjects  addressed  my  sons  as  “the  Pandavas’’ 

Not  one  of  my  sons  ever  d.d  anything  without  consulting  me 
The  pains  1  had  endured  now  bore  fruit  The  sight  of  my  five  sons 
sometimes  filled  my  eyes  with  tears  of  ,oy  I  was  at  last  at  peace 
But  just  as  a  passing  elephant’s  feet  disturbs  a  pond's  tranquilbty, 
»metimes  an  incident  or  two  sufficed  to  upset  my  mind’s  crlm 
Then  a  1  the  memones  would  rash  here  and  there  m  my  mmu  My 
vvhole  life  would  appear  before  me  from  early  childhood  till  now 
And  then  my  own  fortitude  started  impressing  me  From  where 
had  1  started,  and  where  had  I  reached'  1  had  not  taken  even  one 
step  on  my  own  accord  The  truth  is  that  man  does  a  lot  of  social 
mixing,  but  basically  he  remains  alone  Each  has  to  bear  his 
sorrow  alone  Each  has  to  pursue  his  hereditary  pattern  I  had 
learnt  this  truth  well  Just  as  a  tiger  chases  a  deer,  my  memones 
chased  me,  and  when  they  did,  I  turned  my  mind  to  practical 
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activities  And  so  the  memories  died  away  Sometimes  it  becomes 
imperative  that  one  live  for  another,  and  live  for  another  by 
quietly  swallowing  one’s  tears  of  pain  That  was  how  I  passed  my 
days 

My  sons,  in  their  Pandava  roles,  became  famous  m  all  the 
neighbouring  kingdoms  Maharaja  Dhntarashtra  used  to  mention 
them  respectfully  often  when  we  talked  I  was  not  only  the 
Mother,  but  the  mother  of  five  valiant  sons  I  forgot  even  the  ac 
that  there  was  a  time  when  I  had  passed  twenty  years 
Ah,  how  swiftly  do  days  of  happiness  pass'  How  quic  y  i  c 
war-traimng  of  the  Pandavas  proceed'  The  childish  questioning 
Yudhishthira  and  Bhima  of  only  eysterday  had  suddenly  become 
so  adult  and  sweet-speaking  They  grew  physically  ut  t  ey  gr 


simultaneously  in  intellect  also  .  r  *  .„ut 

Bhima  and  Arjuna  grew  like  the  moon  in  the  bright 
Day  and  night  they  spent  in  the  military  academy  ^  ’ 

pipe-gun,  bhusundi,  discus,  bow  and  various  ^  j 

eame  areas  of  their  expertise  They  would  spen 
discussing  all  types  of  weapons  Their  physiques 
splendid  in  the  gymnasium  Their  gentle  ..  ^,[,,.3 

body  Arjuna  became  the  speaalist  in  bowcra  u 
pre-eminent  in  scriptures  on  Dharma  Bhima  was  as  ^o^ut^and 
rotund  as  an  ashoka  tree  His  wheat-comp  ex  Njakula  and 

were  as  well-formed  and  solid  as  the  handle  of  ‘r ^aMa  an  _ 
Sahadeva  became  skilled  swordsmen  None  o 
formed  any  activity  without  first  taking  the  dust  of  my 

Bhima  was  hot-headed,  he  was  always 
dishing  his  mace  Seeing  his  massive  f^mc 
^and,  none  so  much  as  even  said  a  wo  never 

^nger  any  time  Because  he  had  such  a  good 

Verbally  criticised  or  insulted  anyone  check  In  front  of 

hammering  I  was  always  ‘rymg  to  keep  mm 
*^6,  he  was  as  quiet  as  a  mouse  No  o  change 

persuade  him,  but  it  was  impossible  for  me  neoole  behind 

his  belligerent  nature  He  was  always  roug  i  shared  with 

back  He  just  adored  the  mace— a  quai  y 
Duryodhana  My  nephew  Balarama  cam  j 

Mathura  to  instruct  them  on  how  to  wi  .  3  son  called 

Mathura,  my  father  was  blessed  with  a  J 
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Vasudeva  Balarama  was  Vasudeva’s  son  Vasudeva  had  one 
other  son,  Krishna,  who  stayed  in  Mathura 
Bhima  and  Duryodhana  sometimes  clashed  with  each  other  m 
Balarama’s  class,  and  I  would  get  news  of  it  all  the  time  1  did  my 
best  to  mollify  Bhima,  but  day  by  day  his  physical  strength  grew 
and  would  not  let  him  be  Duryodhana  was  stubborn  and  proud, 
and  it  was  difficult  to  tell  what  lurked  behind  his  pink  eyes 
I  devised  an  amusing  promise  to  keep  Bhima's  anger  in  control 
He  was  in  a  happy  mood  at  the  time  Among  them  all,  Yudhish- 
thira  was  the  most  calm  and  reasonable  In  the  hope  that  his 
reasoning  would  reach  out  to  Bhima,  1  said,  “Bhima,  whenever 
you  find  your  anger  nsing  inside  you,  make  it  a  point  to  glance  at 
Yudhishthira’s  right  toe  If  he  bends  it  up,  you  speak  up,  if  not, 
remain  silent  Don’t  even  open  your  mouth  1  command  you  to  do 
this  ’’ 

He  took  It  seriously  enough  to  practise  it  till  this  day  Even  when 
he  became  an  adult,  he  would,  in  front  of  Yudhishthira,  become  as 
harmless  as  a  fangless  snake 

I  heard  a  strange  story  once  Duryodhana  and  his  brothers, 
along  with  the  five  Pandavas,  had  gOne  to  the  forest  on  a  pleasure 
jaunt  They  roamed  till  noon  They  had  taken  food  with  them 
Around  noon  they  decided  to  have  a  light  snack  beside  a  lake 
Duryodhana  started  stuffing  Bhima  with  sweetmeats  Bhima  had 
very  little  discrimination  in  matters  of  food  that  was  the  way  he 
was  So  Duryodhana  kept  stuffing  him,  and  he  kept  gobbling 
Snack  over,  they  drank  water,  and  lay  down  to  rest  under  a  tree 
But  Bhima  was  unable  to  get  up  even  for  a  dnnk  of  water,  he  just 
flopped  down  All  thought  he  was  dozy,  and  was  sleeping  But  he 
wasn  t  asleep  He  had  fainted  Duryodhana  had  placed  a  sleeping 
potion  in  the  sweets  Seeing  all  relaxing  under  the  tree, 
Duryodhana  crept  up  to  Bhima,  trussed  his  arms  and  legs  with 
creepers  from  a  nearby  tree  and  flung  him,  still  drugged,  in  the 
lake  The  touch  of  water  slowly  revived  my  Bhima  Fully  consci¬ 
ous,  he  emerged  from  the  lake  It  is  possible  that  God’s  grace 
made  a  water-deity  m  the  lake  protect  Bhima 
I  got  this  news  from  an  attendant,  but  I  didn’t  believe  him. 
because  I  had  full  faith  that  my  other  four  sons  would  on  no 
account  leave  Bhima  alone  even  for  a  fraction  of  a  second  and  go 
away  Besides,  I  knew  that  the  type  of  food  that  Bhima  ate  every 
day  was  such  that  his  intestines  would  digest  and  neutralise  all 
kinds  of  poisons 
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One  by  one,  twelve  years  rolled  by  My  sons  became  as  tall  and 
Sturdy  as  khadira  trees  When  they  walked,  they  loo  e  i  e 
five  horses  of  a  chariot,  and  people  namaskara  ed  t  em  respec 
fully  ,  , 

I  completely  forgot  my  forest-story  Every  mother 
pride  in  her  dutiful  young  son  And  I  had  five  dutifu  s 
I  justified  in  my  pride^  Happiness  was  showering  ‘h®  “ve 
ambrosia  of  panchamnta  on  me  in  the  shape  of  my  ive  j 

receiving  the  sweet  happy  fruit  of  my  patiently  orn 
was  the  mother  of  five  heroes  I  was  the  Queen  Mother  of  the 

"  O^day  Guru  Drona  went  with  h.s 

Ganga  My  sons  naturally  were  in  that  group  , hat  all  of  them 

from  the  nver  after  their  bath  In  ‘h®  knowledge  that  all^oMhem 
had  finished  their  bath,  Guru  Drona  also  cam  shouting, 

he  put  one  foot  on  the  bank,  he  n  ^ 

"Help'  Help'”  A  crocodile’s  tail nf.de  the  water 
The  reptile  had  snapped  at  °‘“yXskeUM,  not  knowing  what 
Nonplussed,  all  started  running  ^  onnned  Guru  Drona’s 
to  do  Duryodhana  stepped  f°Xbowfnd"  w.my  fired  seven 
hand  Arjuna  saw  it  all  !.'r‘‘n,re‘’a‘’noaung*og  of  wood  the 
or  eight  arrows  at  the  crocodile  L  ^  reddening  with  his 
creature  shot  out  of  the  water,  Ih  f  ,„na’s  back  and  said, 
blood  Guru  Drona  escaped  He  thump  *  ,  „  rey  Brahma- 

Arjuna,  you  have  saved  my  life  Today  I  j/d  over  the 

weapon  You  will  find  it  useful  in  the  ^  j  looked  upon 

weapon  along  with  its  mantra  A'tot  i  going  to 

my  Arjuna  as  the  tallest  of  my  Hima  ay  unfortunate  curse- 

complete  the  half-finished  line  drawn  by  his 

consumed  father  ,  ,  He  uraiscd  all  my  sons 

Guru  Drona  visited  the  palace  reg  '  ,  He  would  proudly 

He  always  treated  me  with  the  uimos  ,[  happened 

tell  everyone  that  I  was  the  mother  “  iraincd  It 

that  he  said,  “Queen  Mother,  all  josed  except  by 

IS  necessary  now  to  test  their  skill  No  skill  P 
competition”  _.i,t,nn  blinds  a  man  If'b** 

"But,  Gurudeva,  they  say  that  competition 
>s  true,  why  have  one*^” 
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“It’s  not  so  Competition  is  an  essential  aspect  of  life  Without 
competition,  man  stagnates  His  talents  don’t  fructify  Fair  com¬ 
petition  IS  the  pure  voice  of  the  atman  I  will  soon  make  arrange¬ 
ments  for  various  competitive  displays  ” 

“Soon''  When*'" 

“In  the  full  moon  of  spring  ” 

And  so  word  was  sent  to  everyone  about  the  appointed  day 
through  a  minister  I  started  looking  forward  to  that  day  I  did 
want  to  see  how  weapon-skilled  my  sons  were  I  wanted  to  see 
their  brilliant  feats 
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The  day  of  spnng’s  full  moon  arnved  and  passed  The 
Supreme  hero  of  Hastmapura  was  selected  As  the  mother  of  the 
Pandavas,  I  was  given  pnde  of  place  in  the  pavilion  enclosure 
reserved  for  the  palace  ladies  But  that  day’s  events  fully  brought 
home  to  me  the  fact  of  who  I  was  I  do  not  think  Time  has  passed 
any  mother  through  so  hombly  cruel  a  test  as  1  was,  insulted  any 
mother  as  I  was  insulted 

That  day,  at  the  close  of  the  competition,  when  Guru  Drona  was 
,  ®  ®  blue-lotus  victory  garland  round  Arjuna’s  neck  a 

sturdily-built,  tall  and  radiant  young  man  entered  by  the  mam 
gate  slapping  his  arm-pus  and  shouting,  “Wait'”  He  looked  so 
fearless  so  intense  In  a  second  he  leapt  on  to  the  centre  of  the 
stone  platfo™  and,  standing  there,  shouted,  “Pnnee  Arjuna’s 
exploits  on  this  platform  today— I  can  perform  them  all  Do  I  have 


Maharaja  Dhntarashtra  raised  his  sceptre  to  signify  approval 
He  jumped  off  the  platform  nimbly,  as  if  a  stream  of  light  were 
flashing  across  the  arena  at  lightning  speed  From  one  arena  to 
another  he  ran  until  he  arnved  at  the  wrestling  pit,  exactly  facing 
our  enclosure  Weanng  only  a  loin  cloth,  that  youth  looked  as  if 
the  Nagashata  hill  was  walking  His  bare  body  glowed  with  such 
solar  splendour  that  it  was  difficult  to  guess  whether  the  Sun-God 
had  come  on  earth  or  was  up  in  the  sky  He  was  as  tall  as  a  sky- 
reaching  sal  tree  His  npened  cheeks  were  red  like  flame-of-the- 
forest  blossoms  His  long,  curly,  golden  hair  fell  on  his  massive 
shoulders  like  a  lion’s  mane  Occasionally  he  turned  his  back 
towards  us,  it  was  smooth  and  large,  like  a  slice  of  rich  yellow 
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jackfruit  The  slightest  movement  on  his  part  made  his  muscles 
npple  all  over  his  body  like  powerful  undulating  serpents  His  a^ 
was  roundly  shaped  hk  e  the  head  of  a  mace  His  neck  was  conch¬ 
shaped  and  as  tightly  placed  on  his  shoulder  as  an  elephant  s 
in  mud  Shouting  “Kama'  Kama'”  the  audience  welcomed  him 
He  grappled  with  his  wrestling  opponent  and  applied  ‘he  ditt^ii 
“thorny-arm”  gnp  His  adversary  thrashed  his  legs  an  a  , 
feanng  for  his  life  He  glanced  in  our  direction  I  felt  as  if  lightm  g 
had  struck  me  Throwing  reddish-blue  shadows  on  h's  P'"" 
were  two  golden  flesh  eat-nngs  It  could  be  no  one  e 
five  years  ago  I  had  cast  him  m  the  Ashva  nver  e  was 
son  of  Surya  Had  he  come  here  in  his  father  s  shape  o 
everyone->  How  grand  he  looked'  His  gait  was  the  ^ 

wild  horses  He  was  even  more  handsome  lhan 

sons  And  why  nof— he  was  Surya’s  son,  after  all 

radiated  light  “Kama'”  What  secrets  lay  hi  en 
syllables'  Apart  from  Dhatn  and  myself,  none  i 

anything  eL  Kama  had  no  idea  Strangers  were  h^hng  h™  as  a 

hem,  but  he  was  not  an  ordinary  hero,  he  w^^hero  of  h  roes 
•niat  was  his  tme  lineage  He  was  my  ^^""'Urs, 

eldest  Pandava  My '““"''*’,ffhrwhole  audience  there 
now  agonised  afresh  What  did  I  care  if  embrace  him  to 

gotswlllowedupmtheearth^^.Iwan.edwas.0^^^^^^^^^ 

my  heart  just  once — I  wanted  to  k  j  wanted 

twenty  years  I  hadn’t  once  had  the  chan  ^ 

to  caress  with  all  my  heart  my  shining  nvers  For 

was  brought  up  by  the  once  had  1  been  able 

twenty  years  my  heart  had  wept  for  him  not  -uve  me  a 

to  breastfeed  him  My  mother  s  hea  expcnenced 

moment’s  peace  There  was  a  strange,  which  his  sweet 

turmoil  of  separation  raging  hreists  They  throbbed 

baby  lips  never  sucked  suddenly  fille  my  i^ijicc  drenched 

1  rose  My  breasts  were  heavy  wit  mi  .  (jjjwccn  him 

What  should  I  do''  Only  a  shimmenng  cu  ^  curtain  that 

and  me  A  see  through  drape,  but  i  m  soaety,  by  ro>al 

divided  mother  and  son  A  curtain  as  i  stepped  out'’ 

blood,  by  conventions  What  if  I  embrace  me’’  Would 

Then  what  would  happen'’  ^  What  if  1  shook  his 

love  for  his  mother  fill  his  eyes  wi  .vnuid  he  believe  me 

shoulders  and  said,  "1  am  your  mother 
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What  if  a  madman  were  to  declare  in  the  arena  that  the  Queen 
Mother  had  become  senile  after  the  exile  and  her  husband’s  death, 
wouldn’t  they  all  accept  his  words  as  true*^  Who  was  I  then*^  Queen 
Mother*^  Mother  of  five  heroes'^  Or  was  I  the  melancholy  Kunti 
who  had  accepted  all  the  slaps  of  a  cruel  Fate?  No,  I  was  an 
eternally-gnevmg  tortured  mother  who  wanted  passionately  to  be 
one  with  her  lost  son  But  1  was  helpless  I  flapped  like  a  fish  out  of 
water  The  darshan  of  my  son  made  milk  gush  from  my 
breasts — and  I  was  powerless  to  prevent  it  The  world  must  be 
seeing  Kama  as  a  great  hero,  but  to  me  he  was  only  my  new-born 
baby  My  heart  beat  rts  wings  vainly,  like  a  caged  mynah  In 
desperation  I  pressed  my  breasts  But  the  milk-flow  did  not  cease 
This  was  the  milk  that  I  had  kept  suppressed  for  eighteen  years  It 
was  not  possible  to  suppress  it  any  more  1  sat  down  Dhatn 
supported  me  She  was  short-sighted,  and  could  not  see  who  was 
in  the  arena  I  was  the  only  woman  in  the  arena  who  knew  the 
details  of  Kama's  life  I  was  responsible  for  all  that  had  happened 
I  could  have  changed  the  entire  situation  with  a  single  word  But  1 
had  to  remain  silent  No  word  came  from  my  mouth,  though  1 
tned 

Kama  left  the  boweraft  platform  His  target  feats  astonished  all 
He  was  acknowledged  as  the  supreme  hero  of  the  day  But  the 
situation  had  become  unpleasant  with  the  victory  garland  going  to 
Arjuna  Kama  stood  on  the  platform,  slapped  his  arms,  and 
challenged  Arjuna  to  a  duel  Acharya  Knpa  asked  Kama  his 
family  lineage  Duryodhana  crowned  Kama  king  on  the  platform 

Events  moved  with  lightning  rapidity 

The  Sun-God  s  son,  reared  as  a  charioteer,  became  instan 
taneous  king  Bnefly,  a  comer  of  my  heart  glowed  with  happiness 

o  matter  how,  he  had  become  a  king  A  raja  is  always  supenor  to 
a  chanoteer  But  he  had  challenged  Arjuna  to  a  duel,  which  meant 
victory  or  death  Two  blood-brothers  unknowingly  pitted  against 
each  other— and  in  the  presence  of  their  mother'  It  was  Fate  that 
made  Kama  s  foster  father  Adhiratha  step  m  at  that  moment 
Otherwise  oh,  what  might  not  have  happened!  I  couldn’t  even 
imagine  it  One  of  the  two  would  certainly  have  perished — and 
with  his  mother  to  witness  it  And  all  the  spectators  also  to  witness 
It  and  shout  and  clap*  But  Kama  is  a  chanoteer’s  son — as  soon  as 
that  was  announced,  all  started  laughing  and  mocking  him, 
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demeaning  him  by  shouting  “Chanoteer’s  son'  Charioteer’s  son'” 
The  contemptible  rabble — to  spit  at  the  son  of  the  Sun-God'  And 
in  front  of  his  mother'  “Charioteer’s  son'  Chanoteer’s  son'”  These 
shouts  penetrated  every  pore  of  my  body  like  spear-pomts  Who 
was  It  whom  they  decried  as  a  charioteer*^  There  wasn’t  one  among 
all  that  scum  of  Hastinapura  with  dignity  enough  to  even  look  him 
in  the  eyes  Their  confused  cries  pounded  in  my  head  The  arena 
in  front  of  my  eyes  blurred  and  swam  hazily  before  me  There  is  a 
limit  to  what  one  can  bear  What  was  going  on  all  around  me*^  An 
"gly  demonstration  by  a  bunch  of  lunatics  I  couldn’t  stop  them 
My  body’s  equilibrium  flagged  on  the  verge  of  collapse  I  tightly 
shut  my  ears  with  my  hands  I  fell  with  a  thud  on  the  ground,  like  a 
plainlam  tree  uprooted  by  a  storm  I  could  hear  nothing,  I  could 
see  nothing  I  lost  consciousness 
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o  my  son  Kama,  what  has  happened  to  you'’  Ah,  it  isn  t 
ossible  even  to  describe  it  You  don’t  know  who  you  are  LiKe 
'ynahs  pecking  and  devouring  a  snake,  the  world  s  cries  o  ow 
®ste,  lowcaste"  are  devouring  you  “Low-born,  low-  orn 
hat’s  how  you  are  insulted  to  the  core  of  your  being  every  in 
11  the  world  over  Today  your  life  is  forced  to  absorb  insults  w 
han  death  A  repulsive  state  that  humiliates  you  Mockery 
^rritying  than  a  lightning  bolt  You  are  a  power  u 
'aliant  warrior,  yet  you  have  to  swallow  these  insu  ts  e 
lon’t  know  who  you  are  As  soon  as  the  world  °  ’ 

ou  paled  and  lost  your  bearings,  because  you  don  t  n 
They  left  no  stone  unturned  in  degrading  you 
«ve  borne  such  insults,  Kama''  Arre,  is  this  a  sign  yo^^ 
ortitude,  or  ignorance  or  helplessness’’  I  hnow  i  is 
'“Ur  fortitude  No  one  can  say  that  you  are  the  helpl  „ 

'““r  Ignorance  then  Your  mind  is  a  '’nttl=g'’°“"  j^no^rass 
deas,  because  you  don’t  know  who  you  really 
•annot  extinguish  flaming  embers,  but  'his  cm 
•O'ered  by  ashy  ignorance  When  the  noise  ro  .  j  closed 
■'arc  perplexed  You  shut  your  ears  with  your  ha 
jour  eyes  tightly,  because  you  don’t  know  ‘  no  one 

Radiance  of  which  you  are  the  product  g,c»  for 

breathed  a  word  of  it  to  you  Arre,  you  jus'  g 
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twenty  years  like  a  wild  pandanus  flower  m  a  garden  You  have  to 
endure  today  all  the  heart-piercmg  word-arrows  shot  at  you  by  the 
world  The  world  is  mad — and  will  you  continue  to  be  silent  after 
you  have  thought  it  all  out'^  Arre^  what  is  all  this'^  Kama,  you  are 
standing  on  slippery  ground,  and,  poor  child,  you  are  not  even 
aware  of  it  Even  if  you  were  aware,  you  are  mistaken  in  your 
awareness  If  you  continue  in  this  error,  the  world  will  continue  to 
address  you  as  the  son  of  a  charioteer,  and  your  true  family  lineage 
will  be  forever  submerged,  because  those  who  do  not  have  insight 
and  foresight  are  doomed  Their  fame  does  not  last  for  ever  Who 
can  explain  all  this  to  you  today'>  I  know  that  you  were  perplexed 
and  upset  by  the  questions — “Who  am  P  What  should  I  do*^” 
Seeking  an  answer  to  them,  you  battered  your  mind  against  the 
walls  of  your  body  Anxiety  must  have  tortured  your  spirit  You 
must  have  felt  the  earth  slide  from  under  you,  because  you  still 
don’t  know  who  you  really  are  For  twenty  years  only  one  state¬ 
ment  has  been  dinned  in  your  ears,  “You  are  a  charioteer’s  son' 
You  are  a  charioteer’s  son'”  But  is  it  true  that  you  are  a  chario¬ 
teer’s  son'’  No  My  darling  son,  you  are  not  a  charioteer  I  feel  like 
adding  a  three-word  denial,  “You  are  not  ’’ 

Your  heritage  is  extraordinary,  Kama  You  have  no  idea  what 
sacred  efforts  were  required  by  how  many  people  who  passed 
through  such  extreme  suffering  in  order  to  give  you  birth,  your 
physical  appearance,  and  your  nature  You  are  indeed  the  son  of 
Surya,  born  to  dispel  the  occult  darkness  of  the  world  Yet  you 
slink  like  a  thief  and  hide  your  face  in  your  hands  Arre,  your  face 
is  not  for  hiding  but  for  illuminating  the  world,  because  your 
lineage  is  so  extraordinary  Consider  it  carefully,  look  straight  at 
the  sparks  of  that  throbbing  Radiance,  and  you  will  yourself  rea¬ 
lise  who  you  are 

When  they  insulted  you,  you  glanced  worriedly  in  the  direction 
of  Hastinapura  All  Hastmapura  is  silent  and  helpless  today 
Bhishma  Dhritarashtra  and  Vidura  are  all  learned  and  unselfish, 
but  they  cannot  tell  you  who  you  really  are,  for  how  are  they  to 
know’’  Their  silence  only  reflects  their  ignorance  You  looked  all 
around  you  for  some  help  or  other,  but  who  could  have  helped 
you’’  If  tomorrow  great  calamity  befalls  you,  who  is  there  you  can 
turn  to  for  help*’  Has  anyone  ever  succeeded  in  surviving  by 
depending  on  the  whims  of  a  crazy  world'’  Each  has  to  know 
himself,  each  has  to  discover  his  hereditary  roots,  which  is  why  you 
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are  in  such  a  vulnerable  condition  today  Arre,  you  have  indeed 
come  a  very  long  way — and  you  know  nothing  about  this  You  are 
truly  the  Sun-God’s  son  Yet  these  capricious  fireflies  flick  their 
insults  at  you  Your  inner  conflict  has  tom  you  apart  When  will 
you  ever  leara'^ 


What’s  going  to  happen  if  you  continue  like  this‘s  Nothmg 
except  that  you’ll  actually  become  a  low-born  charioteer  One’s 
own  whip  is  best  for  oneself — your  every  pore  will  accept  as  fact 
that  you  are  lowborn  You  will  be  finished  All  you’ll  ever  do  is 
drive  others’  chariots  All  you’ll  ever  be  is  someone’s  toy  Your 
individuality  and  your  freedom  will  be  wiped  off  the  face  of  the 
earth  What  good  will  it  do  you  if  you  become  self-aware  too  late’’ 
Then  why  me — even  God  Brahma  will  be  powerless  to  redeem 
you  The  dust  stirred  by  the  chanot  and  the  vehicle’s  chanoteer 
have  the  same  status  Kama,  are  you  no  better  than  a  chanot  s 
dust'>  Just  dust 


These  and  other  fearful  thoughts  depress  me  because  I  am  after 
ah  Kama’s  mother  Each  fibre  of  my  being  throbs  with  his  They 
jtiade  fun  of  my  illustnous  boy  by  labelling  him  a  chanoteer  s  son 
Is  there  any  mother  who  can  bear  her  son  to  be  slandered  in  this 
Way?  This  is  what  makes  me  so  sad  today  Dhatn  like  a  crazy 
"^oman  keeps  asking  me,  “Why  are  you  so  sad,  Maharani‘>’’  ^at 
Words  can  I  produce  to  explain  to  her  the  cause  of  my  sadness  y 
“fe  has  been  buffeted  by  countless  storms  What  was  their  pur¬ 
pose*?  I  cannot  make  head  or  tail  of  anything  Haven’t  I  been  three 
separate  Kuntis  m  my  fifty-year  span’  Childhood's  Pntha.  ^ung 
l^unti,  and  now  widow  Kunti  honoured  as  Queen  Mother  un  i 
“gonising  for  her  son  Each  of  these  three  lives  was  in  someone  or 
“Iher's  control  In  childhood,  I  left  Mathura  so  that  my  father  s 
Word  would  not  get  dishonoured,  in  youth,  I  left  Haslinapura 
ocause  there  was  a  curse  on  the  Maharaja,  and  now  now  a 
^“Tendered  my  life  to  the  clutch  of  Kala  because  I  have  observed 
bfolher  pitted  against  brother  Yesterday,  unknowing  Arjuna  roM 
“P  against  his  brother  Kama  Unknowing  Bhima  also  sjro'  a  ^ 
^nous  word-shaft  at  his  eldest  brother,  saying,  P‘ok  “P  y 
oharioteer’s  whip,  for  that’s  what  suits  your  family  Bu 
^ore  than  all  this  I  feared  Duryodhana  had  wicked  y 
““arately  flung  his  eye-net  at  Kama  How  loverly  he  b  ough 
Kama  over  to  his  side  today  What  will  happen  to  Kama 
®  'p  Of  Duryodhana*?  That  is  what  depresses  me  H 
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explain  all  this  to  naive  Dhatn?  She  asks,  “Maharani-ji,  why  are 
you  so  sad’’”  Where  are  the  words  that  will  describe  the  cause  of 
my  sadness  to  her'’  What  can  I,  though  a  Queen  Mother,  do  for  my 
alienated  son’  Nothing  No  matter  how  much  a  man  trumpets  his 
power  and  abilities,  he  remains  in  the  end  a  trivial  plaything  m  the 
tyrannous  hands  of  all-consuming  Kala,  Lord  of  Time  Again  and 
again  I  get  this  desire  to  go  to  a  massive  public  courtyard  of 
Hastinapura  and  shout,  "Kama  is  my  soni”  But  where  is  my 
courage  to  do  this’  The  point  is  that  if  I  summoned  such  courage, 
what  will  become  of  my  five  other  sons?  Who  can  say?  It  could 
lead  to  another  forest-exile  tor  them  And  it  could  lead  to  a 
condition  where  society  would  not  allow  me  to  be  loving  to  Kama 
Kama’  Twice  have  I  abandoned  you — once  after  you  were  bom, 
and  the  day  before  yesterday  in  the  arena  O  my  unfortunate  son 
of  Surya’  I  have  left  my  life  to  the  hands  of  Kala,  and  your  life  I 
have  left  to  the  hands  of  your  father 


BOOKS 


KARNA 

1 


The  fact  that  1  had  become  the  Raja  of  Anga 
did  not  make  me  feel  particularly  propitious.  I  knew  perfectly  well 
that  I  was  royal  only  as  a  recipient  of  Duryodhana^s  generosity. 
Only  a  weak  and  helpless  person  seeks  to  live  on  dole.  I  never 
wanted  to  get  a  royal  title  through  another’s  favour.  If  one 
examined  it  closely,  what  kind  of  a  title  was  it  anyway?  First,  they 
rained  flowers  on  me,  sprinkled  lustral  water  on  me,  hailed  me  as 
Kama,  and  then  insulted  me.  The  royal  title  was  actually  no  more 
than  a  public  humiliation.  Humiliation!  Humiliation  linked  to  a 
coronation!  No  matter  how  poor  and  helpless,  no  person  forgets  a 
humiliation.  And  I  happened  to  be  a  warrior.  A  warrior  embraces 
death,  but  never  accepts  an  insult  to  his  self>respect.  That  day  I 
felt  such  a  revulsion  for  Hastinapura  that  I  wanted  my  feet  to 
propel  me  anywhere  that  very  instant;  1  wanted  to  go  to  some 
place  where  a  man  was  not  even  mistakenly  judged  by  his  birth,  but 
assessed  only  by  his  merit.  That  was  why  1  stood  that  evening  on 
the  parapet  of  the  palace  with  Duryodhana  who  was  watching  a 
flock  of  chitraratha’birds  and  said,  **King,  1  desire  that  you  should 
keep  your  royal  title  and  let  me  return  to  Champanagari.”  His 
obstinacy  had  a  lizard-like  singlemindedness.  He  humbly 
mumbled,  “Kama,  on  the  basis  of  your  strength  I  dared  to 
confront  the  Pandavas.  If  you  turn  your  face  away,  1  won’t  have  a 
leg  to  stand  on.  Do  you  want  to  see  the  Crown  Prince  of  the 
Kauravas  cringeing  with  fear  and  running  with  his  tail  between  his 
legs?  If  you  leave  Hastinapura,  this  bunch  of  Pandavas  will  make 
life  for  me  impossible.” 

That  is  why  they  say  that  a  friend  in  need  is  the  only  true  friend. 
That  was  the  only  motivation  that  made  me  accept  the  kingdom  of 
Anga.  I  sat  on  a  throne,  unwillingly  yet  stubbornly,  a  throne  on 
which  were  spread  the  flaming  iron-flowers  of  the  humiliating 
shouts  from  thousands  of  mouths,  “Charioteer’s  son!  Charioteer’s 
son!”  I  did  not  sit  on  the  throne  merely  because  I  wanted  a 
kingdom.  Only  I  knew  what  untold  sufferings  I  had  borne — how 
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people  had  tned  to  crush  me,  and  now  these  very  same  people 
were  acknowledging  me  as  the  king  of  a  sovereign  land  Hovv 
many  nights  had  I  spent  m  an  agony  of  sleeplessness  trying  to  guess 
what  lay  in  my  future'  One  thought  continually  pursued  me,  like  a 
cow-fly  pursuing  a  dog  If  I  were  really  a  charioteer’s  son,  why 
I  get  so  angry  when  addressed  as  a  charioteer's  son''  Why  couldn 
I  consider  myself  blessed  as  a  charioteer’s  sont  The  instant  I  hemd 
anyone  say  “Charioteer’s  son”,  why  did  my  blood  corpuscles  bolt 
like  enraged  wild  horses  m  my  body''  Chhee'  What  is  the  human 
mind  anyway''  Why  does  it  stuff  all  kinds  of  swirling,  fierce,  topsy¬ 
turvy  ideas  in  my  body''  I  had  no  answers  Nor  would  I  ever  get 


any 

1  knew  very  well  that  from  the  day  of  the  competition  people 
had  started  addressing  me  as  the  Raja  of  Anga  But  that  was  hp 
service  only,  behind  my  back  they  probably  still  called  me  “Chario¬ 
teer”  Even  death  is  preferable  to  insult  m  this  world — yet  I 
continued  to  allow  myself  to  be  addressed  as  “King  of  Anga”  I 
sang  a  song  of  freedom  though  I  swallowed  the  bitter  draughts  of 
contempt  If  I  continued  to  remain  a  charioteer,  who  would  have 
respected  me'>  As  King  of  Anga,  I  had  all  heads  bowing  before 
me  I  could  achieve  something  in  life  only  if  I  retained  my  Raja-of- 
Anga  title  Take  Anga-Raja  away  from  Kama,  and  what  remained 
except  dust*^  >Vho  respects  dust‘d  It’s  trodden  upon  Like  it  or  not, 
I  had  to  take  advantage  of  my  Anga-Raja  title  Only  the  freedom 
which  the  title  gave  me  would  show  me  a  way  out  of  the  darkness 
Life  without  freedom  is  a  temple  without  an  idol  My  title  was  my 
freedom  In  any  form  it  comes,  freedom  is  freedom  I  would 
cherish  it  with  my  life’s  breath,  because  1  knew  that  Raja 
Duryodhana  would  in  no  way  interfere  with  the  way  I  ruled  Anga 
That  IS  why  I  considered  myself  free  My  mind  suggested  to  me 
that  Duryodhana  would  always  respect  my  wishes  and  implement 
my  desires 


I  would  show  haughty  Bhima  that  the  whip  in  my  hand  was  not 
only  for  horses — it  could  be  employed  effectively  against  men  like 
him  as  well  But  I  had  to  he  low  for  the  time  being  The  poison  of 
the  insult  had  to  be  quietly  digested  Flaming  inside  but  calm 

outside  That  was  the  way  It  had  to  be  It  was  my  duty  to  accept  the 

kingship  of  Anga  I  had  full  faith  that  a  day  would  come  when  I 
would  with  all  my  strength  tighten  my  bow  round  the  neck  of  huge- 
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bodied  Bhima  and  shake  him  up  thoroughly  And  prove  that, 
though  a  charioteer,  I  was  a  valiant  charioteer  too  It  needed  a 
little  waiting  There  is  a  right  time  for  everything 

2 


I  was  very  happy  these  days — for  an  altogether  different  reason 
Messengers  had  taken  my  wedding  invitation  to  everyone 
Wedding’  Come  to  think  of  it,  where  would  the  world  be  without 
women  and  without  marriage'^  A  man's  life  would  become  insipid 
God’s  enchanting  creation  would  deteriorate  into  a  desert — full  of 
nvers,  fountains,  birds  and  beasts,  and  lovely  flowers  of  all  kinds, 
of  course — but  a  desert  nonetheless  And  love  thirsty  man  would 
wander  helpless  and  lost  in  it,  and  ultimately  in  desperation  start 
embracing  trees  and  plants  What  would  solace  his  atman  then 
except  suicide'>  That  is  why  Woman  always  seemed  to  me  to  be  the 
soft  breath  of  Brahma  exhaled  in  the  first  sweet  slumber  of  cosmic 
creation  That  breath  has  the  magical  power  of  soothing  male 
restlessness  Man  forgets  the  cruelty  of  the  world  in  the  love^filled 
ministrations  of  woman  He  patiently  absorbs  even  the  most 
vicious  assaults  of  insult  He  can  climb  new  heights  of  illustnous 
achievement  Marriage  is  a  pre-eminent  stage  in  the  pilgnmage  of 
a  man’s  life,  a  stage  for  which  the  young  mind  always  yearns  A 
nver  of  beauty  ecstatically  merging  in  an  ocean  of  accomplish¬ 
ment  A  sweet  symphony  of  two  youthful  chords 
That  was  why  I  could  see  nothing  else  I  could  see  only  my  other 
half  about  to  enter  my  life  as  my  beloved  Just  as  a  honeybee 
buzzes  over  a  favourite  flower,  my  mind  hovered  over  her 
imagined  divinity  I  know  that  a  warnor  like  me  should  not  have 
sentiments  like  these  But  that  is  the  way  it  was  I  was  a  man,  after 
all  A  warrior’s  heart  is  not  made  of  the  same  steel  that  fashions  his 
useful  arrows  He  has  his  feelings  that  tie  him  down  What’s  a  bow 
without  a  bow-string,  and  what’s  a  man  without  feelings'^  And  so 
the  picture  of  my  would-be  wife  floated  always  in  front  of  my  eyes, 
and  my  mind  was  crowded  with  teeming  thoughts  How  would  she 
behave  with  me*^  My  nature,  my  life,  my  ambitions — would  she  be 
able  to  understand  them  rightly^  And  would  she  have  the  courage 
to  tell  me  if  she  found  any  shortcomings  in  my  character*^  Man  is 
never  perfect  There  are  many  unsuspected  defects  hidden  in  his 
nature  From  childhood  he  receives  impressions  of  all  kinds  from 
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his  environment,  and  these  help  him  to  develop  They  surface  off 
and  on,  and  it  is  imperative  that  husband  and  wife  should  know 
each  other’s  frailties  Marned  life  is  a  two-wheeled  chanot — the 
husband-wheel  and  the  wife-wheel  They  have  to  move  in  har¬ 
mony  for  the  chariot  to  move  at  all  Or  it  gets  embedded  in  the 
earth  Those  who  don’t  believe  in  this  idea  are  obviously  marrying 
for  sexual  pleasure  only  They  saunter  about  in  silk  dresses,  like 
beasts  m  fancy  clothing  Their  culture  is  all  show  Their  descen¬ 
dants  ate  similarly  hedonistic  and  foolish  Like  ant-heaps  crushed 
under  an  elephant’s  foot,  whole  generations  of  their  progeny  ate 
crushed  by  Time  There  is  no  special  glory  attached  to  the  multi- 
tudinosity  of  ants,  because  they  are  infinitesimal  and  trivial  My 
future  wife’s  image  stood  in  front  of  me  A  responsible  husband,  a 
duty-fulfilling  raja  both  were  equally  important  for  me  Vnshali 
was  going  to  be  my  hfe-compamon  Satyasena  would  be  my 
brother  m-law  A  life-long  bond  was  going  to  be  established 
between  a  charioteer  and  a  chanoteer’s  daughter  So  her  conch- 
shell  lovely  pure  form  danced  constantly  in  front  of  my  eyes  With 
her  help  my  life  would  become  as  safe  as  a  sword  sheathed  in  its 
scabbard  In  its  scabbard  a  sword  gathers  no  rust,  it  gets  a  more 
sharpened  edge  For  me  Vnshali  was  really  the  manifestation  of 
the  goddess  Uma  herself 

How  extraordinarily  potent  is  the  beauty  of  Woman'  If  we  take 
the  Creator  to  be  a  perfect  artist,  then  Woman  is  his  perfect 
painting  After  he  has  painted  all  the  others,  she  becomes  the  final 
and  climactic  expression  of  his  versatile  brush 

The  very  name  “V rishali  ’  opens  all  my  sweet  memones  like  a 
bud  blossoming  under  the  soft  influence  of  a  breeze  I  feel  some¬ 
times  that  we  should  have  absolute  faith  in  Fate  for  the  simple 
reason  that  on  the  screen  of  my  memory  many  dramatic  incidents 
flash  often  before  my  eyes 

3 


On  the  night  of  the  competition  1  came  across  Satyasena  on  the 
bank  of  the  Ganga  I  had  told  him  to  see  me  again  Which  he  did, 
three  days  later  I  had  discussed  him  with  Raja  Duryodhana 
Hardly  had  I  suggested  that  he  should  be  given  a  post  in  the  army 
than  he  appointed  Satyasena  the  royal  eharioteer  The  problem  of 
Satyasena  s  livelihood  was  solved  In  a  few  days,  he  won 
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Duryodhana’s  favour  by  his  excellent  work  I,  father  and  Shon  left 
the  military  academy  and  began  living  in  the  palace  because  I  had 
been  crowned  King  of  Anga  I  had  a  separate  palace,  I  had  maids 
and  servants,  and  above  all  I  had  the  special  love  of  Duryodhana 
All  his  other  brothers  also  had  deep  affection  for  me 

Though  I  had  entered  the  palace,  1  continued  my  practice  of 
going  daily  in  the  morning  to  the  Ganga,  from  where  I  would 
return  exactly  at  noon  Before  leaving,  I  would  dnnk  two  glassfuls 
of  cow’s  milk  Offering  puja  to  the  Sun-God  at  the  Ganga  was  my 
fixed  habit 

One  day  I  happened  to  be  at  the  bank  of  the  Ganga  1  had 
finished  my  bath,  and  scooped  a  palmful  of  water  for  the  arghya 
ntual  On  my  right,  about  twenty  steps  away,  was  the  river  bank 
Its  stone  steps  were  dim  m  the  soft,  hazy  dawn-light  My  anjali 
water  fell  drop  by  drop  into  the  nver  and  became  one  with  the 
Ganga  again  I  kept  re-filling  my  empty  anjah  palm,  and  devotedly 
offering  it  to  my  guru 

I  have  been  reverently  doing  this  over  many  years,  and  I  intend 
to  carry  on  doing  this  till  the  last  day  of  my  life  Devotion  is  the 
green  leaf  on  life’s  thorny  tree  The  devotion  that  I  had  for  my 
guru  was  something  I  chenshed  with  all  my  heart,  and  1  will 
continue  to  do  so  till  I  die  All  Hastinapura  was  fully  aware  of  this 
Any  citizen  of  Hastinapura,  asked  about  my  whereabouts  at  early 
dawn,  would  have  only  one  answer  **At  the  Ganga’s  bank  ’’ 

As  usual,  I  was  filling  the  pot  of  my  devotion  with  steady  anjalis 
of  water  The  east  was  slowly  blushing  a  light  pink  A  little  later 
the  golden  emperor  of  the  blue  kingdom  raced  his  chariot,  pulled 
by  a  thousand  sunrays  for  horses,  and  stood  laughing  atop  the 
eastern  horizon  The  birds  and  beasts  welcomed  him  with  sweet 
calls  On  the  other  bank  of  the  Ganga  the  countless  blades  of  soft 
green  grass  stretched  their  necks  and  stood  up  Green  insects  left 
their  comfortable  grassblade-beds  and  flitted  about  here  and 
there  Dewdrops  glittered  silvery  on  dry  grass  Swinging  their 
strong  necks,  pretty  calves  gambolled  on  pasture  land  Flapping 
their  wings,  chirping  birds  deserted  their  nests  to  search  for  food 
A  few  karandava  birds  skimmed  over  the  waters  of  the  Ganga,  and 
flapped  away  skyward  with  dripping  wings  Temple  domes  glowed 
golden  The  mynad  waves  of  the  Ganga,  in  spangly  golden 
dresses,  humming  dance-raelodies,  performed  circular  choreogra¬ 
phies  All  moving  and  unmoving  life  woke  into  consciousness  and 
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throbbed  The  deathless  world-illummating  mighty  radiance  of  the 
Sun  began  to  warm  my  flesh-ear-rmgs  He  spoke  to  me  in  an 
unknown  language  I  opened  my  eyes  and  stared  at  him  fixedly, 
taking  all  of  him  in  Why  was  it  that  I  never  tired  of  drinking  with 
my  eyes  the  rich  rasa  of  his  radiance?  1  just  could  not  understand 
Sometimes  I  had  absorbed  that  radiance  with  my  eyes  all  day — 
and  yet  I  remained  unsatisfied  I  myself  was  unable  to  analyse 
what  kind  of  profound  thirst  I  had  It  would  probably  elude  me  till 
the  end  of  my  days  My  pupils  had  become  dilated  as  a  result  of 
this  intense  absorption  of  solar  radiance  Ashvatthaman  was 
always  telling  me,  “The  shining  gold  and  silver  pupils  in  your  blue 
eyes  are  like  the  sun  and  moon  in  the  blue  sky  ”  My  veneration  of 
the  Sun-God  continued  as  before  Singlemmded  staring  at  the 
intense  orb  often  transported  me  into  samadhi  1  even  forgot  my 
own  body  at  such  times  My  mind  felt  so  light  That  day  too  I  had 
the  same  expenence,  but  suddenly  an  arrowy  cry  of  distress 
pierced  my  ears,  it  came  from  the  direction  of  the  ghat  A  cry  of 
mortal  feat  “Help'  Help'”  Immediately  I  turned  my  face  towards 
the  ghat  No  sign  of  human  being  anywhere  on  that  huge  ghat  But 
I  did  see  an  upturned  water  pot  bobbing  on  the  Ganga's  waves  and 
disappearing  in  the  distance  A  delicate  hand,  like  a  plantain  stem, 
flailed  in  the  silvery  waters  A  bracelet  glittered  At  times  the  hand 
vanished  in  the  water  While  filling  water  from  the  ghat,  a  young 
girl  had  slipped  on  the  scum  and  slid  into  the  Ganga  The  deep 
waters  of  the  Ganga,  so  attractive  from  a  distance,  were  about  to 
swallow  up  somebody  The  thrashing  hands  seemed  to  beg  pit- 
ermsVy  lot  help 

I  tightened  my  dress,  spnnted  towards  the  ghat,  and  dived  into 
the  Ganga  I  swam,  eyes  open,  for  a  while  Tiny  danng  fish 
nibbled  vainly  at  my  ear-rings  I  saw  a  human  shape  dnfting  down 
in  the  waters  As  I  came  near,  the  shape  clung  hard  to  me  How 
helpless  man  is  when  facing  death  He  forgets  all  about  caste, 
gotra,  society,  dharma,  and  achievement  He  thinks  only  of  his 
own  safety  She  was  a  girl — and  yet  she  clung  to  a  stranger  It  was 
the  embrace  of  one  human  being,  trapped  in  the  noose  of  death, 
crying  to  another,  "Save  me  ”  That  embrace  could  have  been  fatal 
for  me  So  the  first  thing  I  did  was  to  break  free  and,  grabbing  as 
many  tresses  of  her  loose  hair  as  I  could,  I  swiftly  cut  across  to  the 
bank  At  that  time  a  thought  occurred  to  me  My  guru-puja  had 
been  cut  short  Slicing  through  the  waters,  I  gazed  up  at  the  Sun 
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and  silently  said,  “Guru-deva,  forgive  me  Sometimes  even  a 
routine  gets  broken  ”  I  swam  with  the  girl  steadily  and  slowly  I 
reached  the  bank,  and  awkwardly  pulled  her  out,  she  was  uncons¬ 
cious  But  the  sight  of  her  face  stunned  me  For  an  instant  I  did  not 
know  what  to  do  She  was  Vrishali,  Satyasena’s  sister  In  a  flash  1 
recollected  the  confluence  at  Prayaga,  and  the  incident  when 
water  from  her  pot  had  drenched  my  clothes,  and  how  embar¬ 
rassed  she  had  been  about  it,  and  how  she  had  glanced  at  me 
swiftly  just  once,  and  how  after  that  she  had  stared  at  the  ground 
so  doggedly  that  she  never  raised  her  eyes  again,  and  how  she  had 
scraped  a  whole  hollow  with  her  toe  The  Vrishali  of  that  incident 
was  like  a  shy  bud  veiling  her  face  modestly  from  the  caresses  of 
the  breeze  And  the  Vrishali  now  was  like  a  flower  in  full  bloom  on 
a  branch  She  looked  like  a  dew-drenched  panjata  blossom  Her 
face  was  expressionless  and  calm,  like  that  of  a  sleeping  infant  I 
felt  as  if  I  had  rescued  a  water-nymph  from  the  depths  of  the 
Ganga  I  stood  there,  gazing  at  the  east,  and  holding  her  still  body 
in  the  same  hands  that  were  used  to  offenng  arghya  to  the  Sun  A 
strange  thought  suddenly  came  to  me  Shouldn't  the  sunnse 
always  be  as  enchanting  as  now'^  Vnshali  should  remain  like  this, 
in  my  arms,  for  ever,  she  wet,  and  1  drenched  and  Time  standing 
still  and  our  reflections  for  ever  shimmenng  in  the  constantly 
flowing  water  of  the  Ganga  and  the  karandava  birds  singing 
their  melodies  for  ever  like  this 
But  1  shook  off  the  thought  as  swiftly  as  a  man  flicks  away  a 
lizard  that  plops  on  his  body  I  was  upset  After  all,  she  was  a 
stranger  I  gently  lowered  her  stiff  body  on  one  of  the  stepping 
stones  The  water  from  her  body  dnpped  away  into  the  Ganga 
What  were  these  water  drops  saying  to  the  Ganga*^  She  remained 
unconsaous  for  a  few  minutes  Her  wet  dress  clung  to  her  body, 
and  water  drops  gleamed  on  her  round,  fair  lotus-face  The  re¬ 
fracted  sun  rays  spread  on  her  cheeks  Her  body  creeper  appeared 
to  me  be  like  a  proud  silvery  current  of  the  Ganga 

1  remembered  plaang  my  dry  shawl  on  the  bank  1  ran  to  fetch 
It  Returning  with  it,  I  noticed  that  she  had  begun  breathing 
lightly  There  was  no  one  at  the  ghat  I  wiped  the  drops  on  her  face 
with  the  shawl  so  gently  that  she  did  not  even  feel  the  movement  of 
my  fingers  She  moved  her  neck  slightly  and  slowly  opened  her 

eyes  She  could  not  make  out  where  she  was  and  who  I  was  With 

icrnficd  eyes,  she  stared  at  me  She  noticed  two  water-drops  slide 
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across  my  flesh-ear-nngs  on  to  my  shoulders,  and  immediately  she 
knew  where  she  was  and  who  I  was  She  sat  up  with  a  jerk,  and 
tned  every  way  to  rearrange  her  wet  dress  She  lowered  her  head 
She  rose  carefully  and  wrapped  my  shawl  around  her  as  best  she 
could  Pointing  to  the  fast-receding  water  pot,  I  said,  “You  broke 
a  pot  m  Prayaga  once,  and  now  the  Ganga  has  snatched  a  pot  from 
you  in  Hastinapura  for  ever  Ask  the  Ganga  who  she  has  snatched 
It  for  ” 

She  glanced  at  the  distant  bobbing  pot  Shyly,  with  lowered 
head,  she  turned,  climbed  the  steps  and  disappeared  from  sight 
Her  wet  feet  left  a  trail  of  her  path  on  the  steps  In  her  confusion 
she  took  my  shawl  with  her  Her  confusion  gave  me  considerable 
secret  delight  I  kept  staring  at  the  vanishing  pot  in  the  Ganga  for  a 
long  time  Hearing  the  sound  of  someone  descending  the  steps,  I 
turned  It  was  Grandsire  Bhishma  Seeing  me,  he  said  with  great 
tenderness,  ‘Kama,  how  is  it  you*re  still  outside  the  Ganga 
today‘>” 

I  kept  silent  What  could  I  say?  How  could  I  tell  him  that  my 
sadhana  had  remained  incomplete  for  some  reason'^ 

That  day  many  citizens  gazed  with  wonder  at  Kama  returning 
from  the  Ganga  with  only  a  wet  shawl  draped  around  his 
shoulders 

4 


"f,  Duryodhana  got  wind  of  all  that  happened 

a  ay  cry  likely  Vnshali  told  it  to  her  brother,  and  he  passed 
rt  on  to  Duryodhana  Yes,  from  the  time  of  that  incident,  my  mind 
had  taken  a  special  colounng  Every  day  I  continued  to  go  to  the 
anp  s  bank,  but  when  I  looked  up  at  the  solar  radiance,  I  saw 
nshah  s  face  in  it  Sometimes  I  forgot  my  shawl  on  the  bank  and 
eturned  empty-handed— and  then  I  had  to  ask  Shon  to  fetch  it  for 
me  Shon  asked,  ‘Bhaiya,  why  are  you  so  forgetful  these  dayst”  I 
f  I  “Shon,  sometimes  it’s  fun  to 

forget  This  perplexed  him  and  he  would  keep  looking  at  me. 
because  it  was  he  who  had  to  scurry  to  the  Ganga  eve^  day  in 
fierce  heat  I  gave  that  errand  to  Shon  because  I  did  not  want  the 
palace  menials  to  gossip  about  their  absent-minded  king 
I  had  never  disobeyed  father,  because  I  was  the  Raia  of  Anga 
only  as  a  result  of  his  suffenngs  As  soon  as  I  became  king  of 
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Anga,  I  brought  him  over  to  the  palace,  and  assiduously  carried 
out  his  least  wish.  Each  night  I  personally  rubbed  sandalpaste 
ointment  on  his  tired,  burning  feet.  Seeing  this,  mother  would 
sometimes  say,  “Vasu,  you’re  a  raja  now.  This  doesn’t  suit  you  any 
more.  Get  yourself  a  sweet  maharani  and  leave  it  all  to  her.”  I 
never  responded  to  her  suggestion.  I  would  cleverly  shift  the 
conversation  to  chit-chat  about  Champanagari. 

One  day  father  gave  me  quite  a  shock. 

Shon  came  and  informed  that  father  wanted  me  on  some  very 
urgent  business.  I  rushed  to  his  room.  Raja  Duiyodhana  was 
already  there.  As  soon  as  I  entered,  father  put  this  question  to  me: 
“Kama,  I  have  never  asked  anything  from  you  till  now.  If  I  were  to 
ask  something  from  you  today,  will  you  agree?” 

I  couldn’t  make  out  clearly  what  he  meant.  But  it  was  my  duty  to 
fulfd  his  desire.  So  I  immediately  replied,  “Pita-ji,  I  am  your  son 
Kama.  A  father  doesn’t  ask  a  son,  he  commands.” 

“In  that  case,  I  want  a  daughter-in-law.  I  have  made  up  my  mind 
to  get  you  married.  I  want  no  excuses.” 

“But...”  I  demurred. 

“Look,  no  buts,  please.  I  have  selected  a  lovely  charioteer’s 
daughter  for  you.” 

“Pita-jl...  My...” 

“Not  one  word  more.  I  am  despatching  a  purohita  this  veiy  day 
to  the  girl’s  parents.” 

“Can’t  you  wait  a  few  days,  please?”  I  asked  my  last  question.  I 
don’t  know  why  but  Vrishali’s  image  started  dancing  in  front  of  my 
eyes.  It  was  not  easy  for  me  to  forget  her,  because  I  went  to  the 
Canga  daily  and  she  had  become  a  daily  remembrance.  There  was 
only  way  of  preventing  her  memory  from  appearing:  and  that  was 
not  to  go  to  the  bank  of  the  Ganga.  But  that  was  unthinkable.  I 
would  rather  give  up  the  title  of  Raja  of  Anga,  I  would  rather  give 
away  my  flesh-ear-rings  and  flesh-mail.  I  would  never  not  go  to  the 
Ganga  to  worship  the  Sun-God. 

“Look,  Kama,  we  can’t  wait  even  a  day  more.  We  have  to  think 
of  Shon’s  marriage  too.  And  we  are  not.getting  any  younger.  If 
this  marriage  is  not  to  your  liking  then  say  so  plainly,”  was  father's 
ultimatum.  I  was  at  a  complete  loss.  Was  I  becoming  an  obstacle  in 
Shon’s  life?  Was  it  right  to  bring  pain  to  the  love-filled  hearts  of 
my  old  father  and  mother  who  bad  borne  such  hardships  for  my 
sake?  They  say  a  man  lives  on  feelings,  but  sometimes  duty 
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requires  that  feelings  be  pushed  in  the  background  That  man  is 
truly  human  who  lives  for  others  Bnefly  invoking  the  Sun-God,  I 
made  up  my  mind  I  said  humbly,  “If  that  is  your  wish,  I  am  ready 
to  comply  ” 

“All  nght,”  he  said,  and  approached  me  His  old  eyes  sparkled 
with  a  very  special  enthusiasm  He  ran  his  trembling  hand  lovingly 
on  my  back  Suddenly  I  recalled  Vnshali’s  plantain-stem-hke,  fair- 
complexioned,  shapely  hand  I  steeled  my  mind  to  forget  every¬ 
thing,  but,  chhee,  the  mind  is  so  uncontrollable  What  a  man  wants 


so  desperately  to  forget,  exactly  that  keeps  revolving  in  his  mind 
Perhaps  that  is  life’s  way  of  severely  testing  human  beings  When 
has  It  ever  happened  that  what  appears  so  delightful  and  good  to  a 
person  gets  actually  implemented  in  life*^  Vnshah  had  appeared 
delightful  and  good  to  me —  but  now  1  had  to  forget  her  There 
was  no  way  that  she  could  be  my  wife  now  I  said,  “I  am  leaving,” 
and  turned  to  go,  because  I  did  not  want  my  inner  feelings  to  be 
raposed  m  front  of  my  father  I  had  forgotten  that  Raja 
Duryodhana  was  sitting  there  He  saw  me  about  to  leave,  and 
asked  father  a  poignant  question  “But,  Uncle  Adhiratha,  who  is 
*  What’s  her  name’’  You  haven’t  said  a  word  about  that  ” 
My  ears  pncked  up  Father  replied,  “The  girl  is  in  Hastinapura 
Satyasena’s  sister  'Vnshah  ” 


I  see'  She'  Good  Why  should  the  Ganga  be  needlessly  hurt 
every  day— that’s  what  made  you  decide,  did  it'>”  Duryodhana 
laughed  out  loud  as  he  said  this,  and  father  joined  him  I  was 
start  ed  So  this  was  all  a  machination  of  Duryodhana’s  How 
m  e  igent  e  was'  He  knew  that  it  was  the  nght  thing  to  approach 
a  erinor  er  to  get  me  to  agree — and  that  was  the  way  he  finally 

brother,  almost  like  Shon  It  was  a  sin  even  to  doubt  his  love  He 

iTh  he  loved  me  with  a  pure  love, 

but  I  had  nonetheless  thought  of  him  as  self  seeking  I  made  up  my 
m  nd  then  and  there  that  I  would  do  everything  m  my  power  for 
Du^odhana  I  had  two  brothers  now— Shon  and  Dury^hana  I 
parted  loving  even  more  than  life  itself  the  excellent  Kaurava, 
Raja  Duryodhana  himself,  because  he  had  lavished  so  much  care 
on  the  gentle  sensibility  of  a  simple  chanoteer’s  son  like  me 
Without  saying  a  word,  I  came  out  of  the  room  I  was  ecstatic 
Vnshah  was  going  to  be  my  wife  Outside  the  palace  Shon  was 
waiting,  his  face  turned  in  the  other  direction  I  thumped  him  hard 
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on  the  back  Startled,  he  burst  out  angnly,  “Don’t  be  si]Iyf”'But  as 
soon  as  he  saw  me  he  bit  his  tongue  and  stood  before  me  with 
folded  palms  and  bowed  head,  like  a  regular  cuipnt  I  took  his 
folded  palms  m  mine  and  said,  “Silliness  is  over,  Shon  You  won’t 
have  to  go  to  the  Ganga  again  and  again  any  more  to  fetch  my 
shawl  ” 

Shon  kept  staring  at  me  m  wonder 
5 


I  was  overjoyed 

My  wedding  invitation  was  sent  to  all  the  neighbounng  kmgs  It 
was  supposed  to  be  given  to  all  present  m  the  arena  on  that  day 
My  life  was  like  a  huge  blossoming  deodar  Day  by  day  it  grew 
higher  From  chanoteer  to  king,  and  now  in  an  auspicious  direc¬ 
tion  with  the  right  companion  — ^was  this  not  a  fortune-favoured 
journey*'  Happiness  sometimes  fans  a  person  with  numerous 
wings  Sometimes  the  happiness  is  so  excessive  that  it  becomes 
suffocating,  and  then  one’s  mind  warns  “Enough*  No  more  happi¬ 
ness*” 

Standing  on  the  balcony,  I  thought  all  this  1  could  clearly  see 
the  distant  honzon  where  the  vast  blue  sky  was  embracing  the 
green  land  My  mmd  was  in  raptures  Watching  the  maids  and 
male  servants  busily  decorating  the  wedding  pavilion  in  front  of 
the  ancient  palace  of  the  Kurus,  I  felt  extraordinanly  light  of 
heart,  almost  like  a  breeze  My  heart  seemed  to  sail  proudly  m  my 
body-lake  like  the  milk-  drinking  royal  swans  preening  their  neck- 
feathers  in  the  palace  pond  The  happy  dreams  of  my  future  life 
spread  all  around  me  The  whole  world  was  as  happy  and  pure  as  a 
temple 

6 


The  auspicious  festivity  of  my  wedding  ended,  it  was  the  talk  of 
the  city  and  it  exatcd  everyone  to  the  very  pinnacle  of  joyful 
eagerness  I  couldn’t  even  imagine  that  my  wedding  would  be 
celebrated  with  such  pomp  and  splendour  I  entered  the  role  of 
householder  as  a  responsible  husband  The  second  act  of  my  life- 
drama  commenced,  an  act  filled  with  romance  and  parental  affec¬ 
tion,  an  act  that  pulls  a  man’s  mmd  to  itself  so  much  that  the  mind 
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gets  stuck  in  a  groove.  Mamage  makes  all  things  and  all  happen¬ 
ings  roseate.  It  is  the  spring  song  of  life's  music.  It  was  this  raga 
that  I  had  now  to  play,  because  I  was  now  a  mamed  man.  I  still 
recall  many  of  the  incidents  of  that  marriage  ceremony.  Spring 
goes,  but  the  scent  of  the  vakitla  stays — something  like  that. 

Many  eminent  citizens — and  of  course  royalty — came  to  my 
wedding.  An  extraordinary  event— that  royal  Kshatnyas  should 
deign  to  be  present  at  the  wedding  of  a  chanoteer’s  son.  Raja 
Duryodhana  had  sent  special  invitations  to  all.  What  limitless 
affection  he  had  for  me*  Once  a  Kaurava  raja  gives  word,  he 
always  keeps  it — this  was  revealed  in  every  act  of  his.  All  who 
came  from  other  kingdoms  to  my  wedding  m  Hastmapura  felt  that 
they  were  witnessing  the  wedding  of  a  Kaurava  prince.  I  was 
fortunate  indeed  And  as  for  Shon,  his  joy  exceeded  all  limits.  He 
forgot  his  age,  and  went  about  like  an  adult  all  over  the  pavilion 
personally  asking  everyone  what  they  wanted  and  what  more  he 
could  do  for  their  convenience  and  comfort 
Ashvatthaman,  who  was  always  discussing  for  hours  on  end  such 
pro  ound  matters  as  dharma,  atman  and  duty,  enthusiastically 
participated  in  my  wedding  With  his  pure  hands  he  placed  the 
garland  round  my  neck,  and  while  doing  so  said  gently,  “Beware, 
Kama  No  heart  remains  unvanquished  m  marriage  ’’ 

While  applying  turmeric  some  of  the  ladies  giggled,  “What  need 
of  turmeric  on  the  body  of  this  god  of  a  bridegroom’  His  skin  is 
more  golden  than  turmeric  "  1  remember  those  words  clearly 

at  sandhya  time,  dunng  the  cowdust  hour  of 
^hyly  placed  a  garland  of  pure-white  lotuses 
round  my  neck  The  sweet  strains  of  shehnai  and  drums  echoed  all 

air  wur’*’’t  'descents  of  the  night  filled  the 

mil  /n  P^ncefMy  namaskara  him  at 

Zin'  ‘  him  at  the  altar  itself  I  was  now  a  married 

man — a  four-armed  human 

°tnaments,  and  silk  dresses, 
gold  and  silver-hilted  swords,  mother-of-pearl,  rubies,  pearls  and 
emeralds  But  one  present  was  unique  The  Pandavas  sent  only 
one  gift  from  the  Queen  Mother  Kunt.  A  blue  san,  and  a  hzard- 
skin  finger-protector  The  san  had  golden  embroidery-a  magni- 
ficent  and  precious  present 
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I  and  Vrishali  bowed  and  pranama-ed  Radha-mata  and  father 
They  blessed  us  “Live  for  ever  ”  Our  hearts  filled  with  joy  I  felt 
that  It  was  worthwhile  to  have  been  bom  as  their  son  Raising  me 
up  by  niy  arm,  Radha-mata  said,  “Kama,  be  happy  ”  I  took  her 
chapped,  old  hand  in  mine  and  said,  “Not  Kama,  mother,  Vasu 
For  the  world  I  am  Kama,  but  for  you  I  am  Vasu  and  will  always 
be  Vasu  ”  My  eyes  were  moist  She  clasped  me  to  her  heart  For 
an  instant  I  rested  my  head  on  mother’s  shoulder  I  could  see 
clearly,  in  the  palace  window  in  front,  the  Queen  Mother  Kunti 
Devi  She  seemed  to  be  looking  in  my  direction  I  saw  her  wiping 
her  eyes  with  her  anchal  Or  was  it  that  my  tear-moist,  blurred 
eyes  got  that  impression’’  Why  should  the  Queen  Mother  wipe  her 
eyes  with  her  anchaP  The  next  instant  the  palace  window  was 
closed  The  sunrays  falling  on  the  slats  faded  and  disappeared  1 
took  Vnshah’s  hand  in  mine  Her  hand  would  now  be  my  tme 
companion  in  the  crises  I  faced  in  the  world 
The  wedding  of  the  chanoteer’s  son  who  challenged  Arjuna  to 
combat  in  the  arena  went  off  with  tremendous  success — did  the 
Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi  not  wish  to  see  this’’  Was  this  the 
reason  she  closed  her  palace  window  so  quickly’’  ’This  thought 
entered  my  mind 

7 


So  many  things  happen  m  the  course  of  life  No  matter  how  hard 
he  tnes,  no  man  can  keep  track  of  everything  that  has  happened 
But  there  are  some  incidents  which  remain  in  the  memory,  how¬ 
ever  hard  one  tnes  to  shake  them  off  Like  a  crocodile  that  refuses 
to  leave  its  victim,  the  mind  refuses  to  disremember  such  inci¬ 
dents  Many  fine  silk  cloths,  and  many  rough  and  ready  dresses, 
are  packed  in  that  casket  of  memory  Has  a  wife  or  a  husband  ever 
forgotten  the  first  sweet  union  on  the  night  of  their  mamage?  Ah! 
All  good  memones  are  normally  fragrant  like  flowers,  but  the 
memory  of  that  night  is  as  mtoxicatmgly  heady  as  the  scent  of  the 
pandanus  blossom  ’That  night  is  a  blend  of  hesitation,  infatuation, 
and  self-offenng  That  night  signifies  a  silent  and  unconscious 
communication  of  two  minds  ChheeX  How  can  words  portray  that 
night’’  If  there  is  any  real  aim  in  the  ja/no  of  Creauon  intended  for 
man  and  woman,  it  may  be  said  that  the  wedding  night  is  the 
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fulfilment  of  that  aim  I  still  remember  that  night  vividly,  as  if  it 
had  occurred  only  yesterday  The  special  thing  was  it  was  a  full 
moon  night  of  autumn 

Vtishah  was  sitting  shyly  on  a  bed  of  black  shisham  wood  which 
was  decorated  with  the  white  fragrant  blossoms  of  the  creeper 
called  queen  of-the-mght  As  soon  as  I  entered  the  bedroom,  she 
rose,  adjusting  her  dress  She  stood  with  head  bowed  I  also  did 
not  know  what  to  say  I  went  and  stood  near  the  window,  from 
where  I  had  a  clear  view  of  the  full  moon  flooding  the  earth 
liberally  with  silver  light  All  Hastinapura  was  silent  Soft  cool 
breezes  from  the  Ganga  slipped  inside  the  room,  as  if  asking  me. 
Have  you  forgotten  the  Ganga*^  Wasn’t  it  the  Ganga  who  first 
saw  the  two  of  you  embrace  each  other’’”  I  gazed  at  the  vast 
expanse  of  the  Ganga  Her  flow,  in  the*  distant  moonlight,  ap- 
peared  like  a  somersaulting  gtrahaba,a  pigeon  That  day,  when 
.  Vnshah  lay  unconscious  on  the  steps  of  the  ghat,  I  had  felt  as  I  felt 
now  I  gently  shut  the  window,  went  near  the  bed,  and  said,  “If 
ever  you  happen  to  slip  into  the  Ganga  again.  I’m  not  going  to 
escue  you  I  m  not  a  fisherman  who  goes  about  saving  drowning 
girls  I  could  see  her  silently  enjoying  my  joke,  and  she  tried  to 
suppress  herself  but  two  charming  dimples  formed  on  her  cheeks 
nn^  ‘  Th  Stood  there  as  before,  veiling  her  face  I  went 

n,  there  are  far  too  many  stone  statues  in  this  palace  anyway 
there  s  no  need  for  you  to  be  an  extra  one  How  long  are  you 
a**"'"'*  I*’®'!  Come  sit  here  ”  Face  still  veiled, 

shttpr  1°*"  ^  flowers  on  her  san 

Mother  Wh  ‘Te  presented  by  the  Queen 

Mriomlv^*v  h  i  to  wear  that  sani  I  asked  her 

soecial  aho  j  ‘h's  san?  What’s  so 

bmke  her  since  "^ht  on  target-she 

skv’-Thfsbw'*  ‘^h‘  S’"!  to  ‘he  blue 

^thl  r  1 why  ”  She  said  this 

herleak  for  twr’t  I  "nklmg  I  was  heanng 

imprLed  by  whaVshe  Tal 

abllmt"'  *he  had  picked  up 

\  *?h‘f  tomething  when  she  pulled 

out  a  folded  cloth  from  under  the  bedcover  and  pushed  it  towards 
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me.  I  looked  at  it  curiously.  It  was  my  shawl.  She  had  in  the 
confusion  that  day  taken  it  with  her,  and  carefully  stored  it.  I 
shook  it  open.  Something  fell  out.  Surprised,  I  bent  and  picked  it 
up.  A  lizard-skin  finger-protector.  Vrishali’s  sharpness  amazed 
me.  Knowing  her  husband’s  prowess  as  an  archer,  she  had  brought 
for  me  the  finger-protector  gifted  by  the  Queen  Mother  Kunti 
Devi.  I  slipped  the  protector  on.  The  oddness  of  the  coincidence 
struck  me.  Why  had  Vrishali  chosen  only  those  gifts  that  had  come 
from  the  Queen  Mother?  Try  however  hard  I  did,  no  answer  was 
forthcoming.  Well,  there  is  never  an  answer  to  everything  that 
happens  in  a  man’s  life,  is  there?  I  just  let  the  matter  be. 

I  drapped  the  shawl  around  Vrishali’s  shoulders  and  head  and 
pulled  her  with  it  towards  me.  I  said,  “1  suppose  all  wives  know 
instinctively  right  from  birth  what  pleases  their  husbands.” 

“But  what  has  my  husband-god  brought  for  his  darling  wife, 
that’s  what  I’d  like  to  know,”  she  said  softly,  resting  her  head  on 
my  chest. 

I  opened  my  silk  cummerbund  and  showed  her  the  shards  of  the 
pot  broken  at  the  confluence  in  Prayaga.  “This  gold,  from 
Prayaga.” 

She  snatched  it  from  my  hands.  She  blushed,  and  hid  her  face 
against  my  chest.  I  cupped  her  fair,  round-as-a-crownface  in  my 
hands.  We  embraced  tightly.  She  looked  at  the  rngudZ-Iamps  and 
said,  “Uh-huh,  we’re  not  alone.”  1  laughed,  released  her  face,  and 
rose  from  the  bed.  I  blew  out  all  the  lamps  one  by  one,  and 
returned  to  the  bed.  Embracing  her,  I  said,  “No  one’s  watching  us 
now.” 

“Not  all  lamps  arc  out  yet,”  she  retorted.  I  couldn’t  understand 
her  clearly.  A  mischievous  ray  of  moonlight  had  glided  in  from  the 
window  slat.  I  realised  she  was  referring  to  that.  Looking  casually 
at  the  moonbeam  I  said,  “Are  you  referring  to  the  distant  moon  up 
in  the  sky?  Aji,  who  knows  how  many  lovefilled  nights  this  moon 
has  witnessed  since  the  beginning  of  creation?  The  moon  must 
have  lost  count  of  them  all.”  But  I  wasn’t  pleased  at  all  at  the  sight 
of  that  interfering  moon-ray. 

“Uh-huh,  not  the  moon.  There  arc  two  other  lamps  that  shame 
the  silver  light  of  the  moon,  lamps  that  never  dim.  You  can’t  snuff 
them  out  with  your  lips,  that  kind  of  lamp,”  she  said,  gazing  at  me 
with  her  large  eyes. 

“Which  ones?”  I  asked  tcasingly.  It  wasn’t  difficult  to  guess 
what  she  meant. 
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“Your  ears,”  she  laughed  softly 
Again  those  enchanting  dimples 

“Wa/i’  Vnshali,  how  did  you  beaime  so  clever*^”  I  took  her  face 
in  my  hands  The  bluish-silvery  glow  of  my  flesh  ear-nngs  fell  on 
her  fair,  round  face,  and  her  cheeks  took  on  a  bluish-white  shade 
1  couldn’t  find  a  metaphor  to  descnbe  how  they  looked,  though  I 
tried  my  hardest  The  bright  full  moon  climbed  slowly  up  the  sky 
with  Arundhati,  his  companion  star  The  soft  cool  breezes  of  the 
Ganga  wafted  through  the  half-closed  window  A  thnll  ran 
through  me 
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I  passed  my  days  happily  with  Vnshali  She  was  an  ideal  wife 
Not  just  wife — perfect  too  as  sister,  daughter,  daughter-in-law, 
and  sister-m-law  Her  behaviour  made  me  completely  forget  the 
fact  that  there  was  a  time  when  I  was  insulted  m  this  city  For  the 
first  time  I  realised  how  ecstatic,  romantic,  and  feehngful  Ufe  can 
be  It  IS  not  possible  to  expenence  the  joy  of  actuality  by  reading 
books  on  it  or  by  reading  the  Puranas  One  has  to  live  it  to  feel  it 
There  was  only  one  quality  m  Vnshah’s  behaviour —  and  that  was 
the  feeling  of  pure  love  Love  is  indeed  the  supreme  inspiration  of 
life  The  red,  black  and  blue  colours  of  insult,  revenge  and 
jealousy  fade  and  vanish  when  placed  beside  the  pure  white  of 
love 

More  than  half  of  my  day  used  to  be  spent  beside  the  bank  of  the 
Ganga  The  remainder  was  spent  in  exercise,  in  the  royal  court, 
and  chatting  with  Ashvatthaman  and  Duryodhana  The  nights 
were  fragrant  with  V nshati's  presence  In  fact,  there  was  no  such 
thing  as  night  for  me  All  was  day  Twentyfour  hours  of  light*  Life 
was  lavishly  heaping  golden  flowers  on  me*  There  were  loving 
fnends  around  me  who  were  totally  dedicated  to  me  my  parents, 
Vnshali,  Satyasena,  Ashvatthaman,  Shon,  and  Raja  Duryodhana 
Shon  was  a  strapping  youth  now  Tall,  slim,  handsome  as  a  wild 
pandanus  Exercise  and  a  healthy  passion-free  outlook  had  made 
him  firm  and  strong  His  affectionate  nature  endeared  him  to 
everyone  All  thought  him  to  be  both  physically  powerful  and 
gentle  But  for  me  he  remained  the  same  innocent  little  boy, 
because  his  discretion,  soft-spokenness,  and  fnendly  manifesta- 
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tions  at  every  step  remained  the  same  as  they  always  were  His 
body  had  changed  — become  larger — but  his  mind  remained  as  it 
was,  pure  as  snow 

I  used  to  look  at  him  sometimes  thinking  it  was  he  who  pos¬ 
sessed  the  flesh-ear-nngs  and  coat*of-mail  He  looked  exactly  like 
me  at  those  times  Sometimes  he  looked  even  better  than  me,  the 
only  shortcoming  being  that  his  complexion  was  on  the  darker 
side  How  did  he  feel  knowing  that  he  did  not  have  the  ear-nngs 
and  mail  I  had*^  In  boyhood  he  would  even  fight  to  get  them  What 
were  his  feelings  now  regarding  me'^  Envy,  jealousy,  hatred"^ 
Chhee^  I  never  noticed  any  such  hints  m  his  behaviour  He  was  the 
unparalleled  example  of  gentle  brotherly  love — such  was  my  Shon’ 
Duryodhana  had  mnetynine  brothers,  Arjuna  four,  but  I  had  only 
one  Not  brother — another  Kama*  When  I  became  a  raja,  many 
people  sweetly  asked  for  matenal  benefits  and  land  from  me,  but 
what  did  Shon  ask'^  Half  of  the  kingdom  of  Anga'^  Wealth*^ 
Ministership*^  Or  generalship*?  No  He  met  me  alone  and  said, 
“Bhaiya,  you  are  now  really  big  1  am  happy  I  want  always  to  be 
near  you  Make  me  the  chanoteer  of  your  white-horsed  chanot 
Promise  you  will'” 

Such  unselfish  love'  1  remember  how  my  throat  choked  when  I 
heard  his  demand  I  took  his  hand  in  mine  and  pressed  it  Who  was 
so  lucky  as  to  get  a  gentle,  loving  brother  like  Shon*?  In  childhood  I 
used  to  get  pointlessly  frustrated  asking  myself,  “Who  am  P” 
Wasn’t  I  Shon’s  loved  brother*?  Now  I  had  deep-as-life  fnends  like 
Ashvatthaman  and  Duryodhana  I  had  loving  parents,  an  under¬ 
standing  and  lovely  wife,  the  untrammelled  kingship  of  Anga 
What  more  happiness  can  a  man  even  imagine*?  But — but  there 
was  still  an  unsatisfied  comer  in  my  heart  1  was  unfulfilled,  I  was 
discontented  After  all,  what  was  I  but  a  son  of  a  chanoteer*?  Of 
course,  I  shouldn’t  have  been  upset  by  my  caste,  but  I  was  Why*?  I 
didn’t  know  Sometimes  I  got  this  fierce  urge  to  dnve  away  with 
Shon  in  a  chanot  and  go  to  Champanagan  beside  the  bank  of  the 
Ganga  I  wanted  Shon  to  collect  scashells  there  I  wanted  myself 
to  gaze  at  the  sun  from  the  chanot  Twilight  would  come  While 
returning  home,  I  wanted  Shon  to  gaze  at  the  garuda  birds  and  ask 
me  the  same  question,  “Bhaiya,  arc  you  going  to  fly  like  the  king 
of  birds  Garuda— higher  and  still  higher  ”  And  I  would  reply, 
“Yes  So  high  that  you  won’t  be  able  even  to  sec  me  “ 

But  this  was  not  to  be  It  was  never  to  be  There’s  no  going  back 
m  life 
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Raja  Duryodhana  and  I  used  to  discuss  political  matters  regu¬ 
larly  Whenever  the  Pandavas  were  mentioned,  his  pink  eyes 
changed  into  strange  colours  Uncle  Shakuni  was  invariably  pre¬ 
sent  He  would  come  up  with  many  dating  plans,  and  cleverly 
explain  how  to  overcome  the  risks  involved  before  implementing 
them  I  smelled  trickery  in  whatever  he  said,  and  always  firmly 
opposed  him  And  Uncle  Shakuni  would  say,  “Kama,  you  know 
next  to  nothing  of  politics  You  sec  everything  through  your 
eyes — and  that’s  a  mistake  Politics  is  not  for  guileless,  sensitive 
minds  It  needs  cunning  The  world  says,  ‘Language  expresses 
feelings  ’  But  politics  says,  ‘Language  should  conceal  feelings.’  The 
mind  of  a  man  well-versed  in  politics  should  be  like  the  burrow  of  a 
bandicoot  No  one  knows  where  the  hole  starts  and  where  it  goes; 
similarly  no  one  should  know  whaf  s  in  a  cunning  politician’s  mind 
Politics  IS  not  meant  to  be  discussed  in  temples,  m  front  of  the 
general  public  ’’ 

These  views  of  his  confused  me  I  compared  Ashvatthaman 
descnbing  the  mind  as  a  divine  fmit  with  Uncle  Shakuni  describing 
It  as  a  bandicoot  hole  I  couldn’t  make  out  anything  Why  has 
nature  given  the  gift  of  life  to  man’  To  immolate  himself  m  order 
to  illuminate  the  world,  or  to  exploit  others  at  the  least  oppor¬ 
tunity  for  his  own  bnef  benefit’  Will  man  never  be  able  to  live  in 
peace  and  love’  What  is  the  basic  nature  of  man’  Love  or  cruelty’ 
Even  if  It  is  cruelty,  surely  man  is  not  to  blame  for  it  One  can 
argue  that  it  is  Nature  which  gave  him  the  quality  of  cmelty 
Ashvatthaman  always  said,  “The  atman  always  resides  in  the 
body  ’’  So  are  cruelty,  envy,  jealousy,  revenge  all  expressions  of 
the  atman’  If  so,  why  does  the  world  blame  humans  who  are 
affected  by  such  emotions’  Or  are  they  all  hgments  of  the  imagina¬ 
tion’  If  so,  how  can  love,  renunciation  and  self-disciphne  be 
expressions  of  the  atman’ 

The  mind’ 

A  one-syllabled  word — yet  what  a  mighty  multitude  of  mysteries 
are  concentrated  m  it  What  is  this  thing  called  mind’  Every 
human  being  is  an  elephant  trapped  by  the  myriad  ropes  of  the 
mind  Always  vacillating,  always  worried,  but  in  spite  of  that 
thinking  itself  free  and  capable  And  what  is  this  thing  called  mind, 
anyway’  Isn’t  it  just  a  crab  with  thousands  of  stinging  feelings’ 
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A  frisky  crab  that  burrows  its  claws  in  the  surrounding  sand,  and 
coordinatcdly  drags  the  middle  part  of  its  body  forward  Aren’t 
man’s  feelings  the  same*^  Love,  envy,  renunciation,  greed,  affec¬ 
tion,  reproach,  maternal  attachment,  anger — these  are  the  stings 
of  the  mind,  each  in  its  field  restless  in  its  own  way,  and  yet  pulling 
the  body  along  carefully  forward  Wherc*^  No  one  knows  Even 
Ashvaithaman  cannot  fathom  that  astonishing  mystery 
Listening  to  Uncle  and  Nephew  talking,  I  would  stare  fixedly  at 
my  feet  My  silence  did  not  escape  Duryodhana  He  approached 
me,  placed  his  hand  on  my  shoulder,  and  said,  “Kama,  are  you 
annoyed'^  It’s  clear  you  are  annoyed  because  you  are  stanng  at 
your  feet  You’re  lost  in  deep  thought  When  I  see  you  stare  at 
your  feet  in  this  fashion,  I  am  reminded  of  a  happy  incident 
narrated  by  Purochana  ” 

‘Which'^’’  I  asked,  surpnsed 

“My  assistant  Purochana  has  wormed  his  way  into  the  goodwill 
of  the  Pandavas  for  my  sake  He  reports  all  their  activities  to  me 
He  informed  to  me  once  that  Yudhishthira  often  tells  his  brothers 
that  Kama’s  feet  resemble  the  Queen  Mother  Kunti’s  ’’ 

‘  The  things  you  say,  Raja'”  I  looked  at  him  with  a  start  and  then 
looked  at  my  feet  I  was  surprised  to  see  that  they  tapered  m  the 
front  Were  they  really  like  the  Queen  Mother’s*^  It  could  very 
well  be  Can’t  there  be  two  of  a  thing  m  the  world*? 

“Look,  Kama,  this  is  cunning  Yudhishthira’s  trick  Today  he 
says  your  feet  resemble  his  mother’s  Tomorrow  he’ll  say  there’s  a 
relation  between  you  and  the  Queen  Mother  He  might  even  make 
you  out  as  a  brother  of  the  Pandavas  You  can’t  trust  him  ’ 

‘King,  you  think  I’m  no  better  than  a  suckling  baby"?  Radha- 
mata  is  my  only  mother,  and  she  is  dearer  to  me  than  life  itself 
Kama  is  ready  to  give  his  life  for  three  things  one,  my  mother, 
Radha,  two,  devotion  to  the  Sun-God,  and  three,  my  word,”  I 
promptly  assured  Duryodhana 

No  matter  what  a  man  is,  he  must  always  protect  his  dignity 
Mother,  word  given,  and  dharma — these  three  are  the  supreme 
pillars  of  human  dignity  These  are  such  that  they  desbrve  even  the 
sacrifice  o’f  one’s  life  at  the  right  time 

10 


I  learnt  all  this  in  the  sweet  and  noble  company  of 
Ashvatthaman  His  every  word  was  like  nectar  His  father  knew 
about  the  art  of  weapons  and  strict  social  norms — and  nothing 
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else  But  Ashvatthaman  seemed  to  me  to  be  a  repository  of  all 
virtues  To  me  he  was  the  finest*  most  enterprising  and  clear- 
visioned  traveller  on  life’s  road — and  yet  a  modest  traveller.  He 
was  a  brave  warrior*  an  affectionate  friend,  an  obedient  son,  and  a 


connoisseur  of  the  pleasures  of  Nature  How  subtly  he  had  con¬ 
nected  the  small  details  of  everyday  life  to  the  larger  pattern  of 
living  His  silence  was  interpreted  by  some  as  revealing  his  useless 
purposelessness  This  was  not  acceptable  to  me  How  could 
Ashvatthaman  be  without  purpose'^  Of  course,  it  did  seem  that  he 
had  no  goal  But  it  was  also  correct  to  say  that  he  had  in  a  simple 
way  absorbed  all  the  goals  of  life  in  his  many-faceted  personality  I 
had  seen  him  at  very  close  quarters  We  had  talked  for  hours  on 


end  Some  said  that  Guru  Drona  had  never  given  him  the  oppor¬ 
tunity  to  grow  fully  According  to  them,  he  was  a  meagre  mush¬ 
room  in  the  massive  shade  of  the  Drona  banyan  How  unjust  and 
one-sided  these  views  were'  Nobody  in  the  Capital  had  truly 
understood  Ashvatthaman  I  always  saw  him  as  a  totally  distinct 
and  free  personality  I  had  seen  no  other  person  m  Hastinapura 
with  an  individuality  as  free  and  admirable  as  Ashvatthaman’s  At 
times  he  seemed  to  me  to  excel  even  Guru  Drona  As  tall  as  a 
white  Himalayan  peak,  as  liberal  as  the  wide  flow  of  the  Ganga 
One  day  I  set  out  at  dawn  for  the  bank  of  the  Ganga,  and  met 
Ashvatthaman  on  the  way  He  was  in  a  hurry,  a  white  shawl  was 
thrown  across  his  shoulder  His  face  was  as  happy  as  a  freshly- 
blossomed  lotus,  and  he  was  carrying  a  wild  fig  tree  sacnficial  pot 
containing  fuel  for  the  ntual  He  was  probably  hurrying  to  the 
military  academy  to  perform  his  early  morning  havana  Seeing 
him,  I  stopped  my  chanot  I  had  taken  to  dnving  to  the  bank  in  a 
chanot  after  my  coronation  Normally  Sbon  was  my  charioteer, 
bm  this  time  I  drove  alone  to  the  Ganga  I  said  to  Ashvatthaman, 
What  a  stroke  of  rare  good  luck'  Guru-son,  your  darshan  has 
mied  my  day  with  happiness  Who  knows,  I  might  meet  today 
some  guest  who  I  had  not  expected  to  meet  in  my  wildest  dreams'” 
He  laughed  and  said,  “Is  my  darshan  so  auspieious  to  you'’  In 

lence  ”  '  '  P‘'®‘ 


“I  know  you  won’t  do  it,  but 
cious,  there’s  no  doubt  of  that 
bank  of  the  Ganga"^”  I  asked 


your  darshan  is  certainly  auspi- 
Are  you  coming  with  me  to  the 
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“No,  Kama  It’s  time  for  my  havana  I  have  to  go  I  have  to 
reach  this  sacred  fuel  in  time  ”  He  said  this,  lifting  the  small 
bundle  of  sacred  sticks 

“Oh,  just  that,  is  it*^  Come,  I’ll  reach  these  sticks,  and  we’ll 
together  go  to  the  Ganga  Come  inside  the  chanot,”  I  asked  him 
He  had  no  way  of  refusing  me  He  climbed  in,  and  we  drove 
towards  the  military  academy  The  birds  had  started  sweetly 
chirping  Like  the  wheels  of  the  chanot,  many  memories  revolved 
in  my  mind  It  is  my  expenence  that  there  is  a  close  connection 
between  speed  and  memory,  or  why  should  memones  invanably 
crowd  in  upon  us  when  we  are  in  fast-moving  vehicles'^  I  recalled 
my  father  Adhiratha,  so  I  asked  my  guru’s  son,  “Tell  me  clearly, 
what  are  your  views  on  the  relationship  of  father  and  son'^’’ 

He  said  with  natural  ease,  “The  sun’s  reflection  falls  in  the  nver 
waters,  and  a  father’s  reflection  falls  similarly  on  his  son  Life  is 
endless — and  a  father  is  re-bom  in  his  son,  as  it  were  This  is  the 
story  of  birth  that  has  gone  on  continuously  without  a  break  since 
the  beginning  of  time  ’’ 

"I  see  And  what  is  your  personal  expenence*^” 

“Mine*^  Kama,  I  have  a  very  distinct  expenence,  but  I  have  kept 
It  to  myself,  not  finding  anyone  till  now  worthy  or  repeating  it  to 
Today  I  will  recount  it  to  you  ” 

“Well  then,  go  ahead  ’* 

He  said  it  in  a  voice  that  seemed  to  suggest  the  imparting  of 
some  profound  secret  “My  father  has  taught  all  the  arts  of  war  to 
the  Pandavas  and  the  Kauravas  You  already  know  this  But  he 
has  taken  care  to  see  that  they  did  not  succeed  in  grasping  his 
teachings  ftilly  He  kept  even  the  excellent  archer  Arjuna  hterally 
in  the  dark  for  many  days  How*^  I’ll  tell  you  My  father  used  to 
send  Arjuna  daily  to  the  Ganga  to  fetch  water  in  a  narrow  necked 
pot  All  had  to  perform  this  chore,  but  he  ensured  that  I  received  a 
wide-necked  pot  With  the  result  that  I  was  always  the  first  to 
return  to  the  academy  with  a  filled  pot  Before  the  Pandavas  and 
Kauravas  turned  up,  my  father  used  to  give  me  special  instruction 
in  the  mighty  Narayana  weapon  ” 

“So  you  know  how  to  wield  the  Narayana  weapon*^’’ 

“Yes  Later  Arjuna  learnt  its  use  also  He  caught  on  to  father’s 
ruse,  and  harassed  him  till  he  was  taught  the  weapon’s  use  No  one 
but  us  two  knows  how  to  use  it  ” 

“What  has  all  this  to  do  with  the  relationship  of  father  and  son, 
Ashvatthaman  '>  ’  I  reminded  him  of  my  original  question 
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“Only  this — that  a  father  can  do  everything  for  his  son  Even  tell 
a  he  if  need  arises  But  though  two  of  us  know  the  use  of  the 
Narayana  weapon,  we  have  not  been  able  to  come  up  to  your 
excellence  in  archery  Tell  me,  Kama,  where  did  you  learn  it’’”  he 
counter-questioned  me 

‘My  father  Ashvatthaman,  I  am  a  chanoteer’s  son  Who  else 
would  teach  me'’  Isn’t  it  true  that  a  father  can  do  everything  for  his 
son'’  So  let  it  be  known  that  my  father  Adhiratha  taught  me  all  I 
know  ” 

“Your  father  is  fortunate,  Kama,”  he  said,  placing  his  hand  on 
my  shoulder 


By  this  time  the  east  had  flooded  with  light  The  Sun  God  tore 
through  darkness  and  climbed  to  the  sky  We  kept  chatting  until 
we  arrived  at  the  military  academy  Ashvatthaman  handed  over 
the  sacred  fuel  to  a  nshi’s  son  We  turned  to  go  to  the  Ganga 
Usually  I  went  alone,  today  there  were  two  of  us  My  mind  was 
filled  with  the  Narayana  weapon  In  a  short  time  we  reached  the 
Ganga  I  was  a  little  delayed  for  my  daily  ritual  Every  day  I  would 
stand  waist  deep  in  the  water  well  before  sunrise  Today  the  sun 
had  risen  and  I  was  still  outside  the  water  I  leapt  out  of  the 
chariot  Ashvatthaman  also  got  down  The  smiling  golden  rays  of 
the  morning  were  all  around  us  1  am  always  very  troubled  by  the 
fact  that  sunrays  are  without  shape  Had  they  an  embodied  form,  I 
would  have  completely  taken  them  within  me  Had  they  fragrance, 
would  have  completely  smelled  them  Had  they  voice  like 
umans,  I  would  have  talked  with  him  hour  after  hour  And  yet  I 
iKprt  tn  I  L-  remained  unsatisfied  I  cannot  explain  why  I 
“Klrna'd  ®  ‘  ‘hat  Way 

feeHhart’nuh"  .  “SO  that  life  is  endless'’  I 

Ashvaiih.  I  come  to  the  bank  of  the  Ganga,” 

hvatthainan  said  as  he  descended  from  the  chanot 

IIDS  SiTnr  1  ’  “'hed,  watching  the  golden  sunrays  play  on  his 
f  “"‘i  flickenng  on  his  face, 

imparted  a  rich  glow  to  his  haunting,  intense  black  eyes 

erasst’’’H?n„  dewdrops  sparkling  on  the 

grass'  He  pointed  gracefully  in  that  direction 

f Shankar  must  have 
c  ^  'ove  to  play  hide-and- 

seek  While  playing  Uma’s  pearl  necklace  probably  snapped,  and 
after  the  game  was  over  she  must  have  glanced  in  the  dir^tion  of 
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the  opposite  bank,  and  saying  ‘You  always  have  this  personal 
grudge  against  me’,  she  must  have  complained  lovingly  to 
Shankar  Then  came  the  dawn,  and  Uma  must  have  hastily  re¬ 
trieved  as  many  pearls  as  she  could  before  day  broke  and  run 
away,  holding  her  husband’s  hand  The  leftover  pearls  are  the 
ones  you  see  shining  now  These  dewdrops  smilingly  tell  the 
golden  rays  of  the  morning  sun  about  the  secret  gambols  of  Shiva 
and  Parvati  at  night  ”  Enjoying  my  own  high-flying  imagination,  I 
glanced  at  him 

“No,  Kama,  you’re  mistaken  Why  should  Shiva  and  Parvati 
leave  Kailasa  mountain  and  come  here''  And  where  do  you  think 
jewel-less  Parvati  will  ever  get  a  necklace  of  pearls  when  she  has  to 
consort  with  a  bhang-drunk  husband  like  Shiva''"  He  said  this 
calmly,  gazing  straight  at  the  dewdrops 
“You  tell  me,  then,  what  these  dewdrops  are” 

“Kama,  these  dewdrops  are  excellent  symbols  of  human  exis¬ 
tence  Arre,  why  dewdrops  only — every  thing  in  Nature  has  been 
placed  there  by  the  Creator  in  order  that  man  can  leam  some 
lesson  or  other  from  it  Tme,  one  has  to  see  with  an  open  mind,  a 
pure  mind  'Then  only  will  one  realise  that  the  world  is  a  grand, 
enormous  schoolroom  where  God  teaches  lessons,  and  then  only 
will  one  become  an  enthusiastic,  studious  prober  of  the  innermost 
secrets  of  the  created  universe  ” 

“Ashvatthaman,  I  still  remember  once  you  compared  man’s  life 
to  the  fruit  of  the  gods  And  now  you  say  that  man’s  life  is 
comparable  to  dewdrops  You  mind  clanfying  this  a  little?” 

“I^ok,  Kama,  who  knows  where  these  dewdrops  come  from 
and  where  they  disappear  'That’s  the  human  condition  as  well  No 
one  can  tell  where  man  comes  from  and  where  he  goes  And  let  me 
tell  you  why  this  is  so  'These  dewdrops  shine  with  borrowed  light, 
and  each  dewdrop  seems  to  be  a  miniature  sun  by  itself  'These 
shining  dewdrops  sway  with  each  passing  breeze  'They  scatter 
their  borrowed  light  far  away  from  themselves  'They  delight  all 
who  gaze  at  them  But  the  instant  even  a  slightly  strong  wind 
blows,  these  happy  dewdrops  tnckle  away  into  countless  drops  of 
water  mingling  in  the  dust  And  all  without  so  much  as  even  a 
squeak  of  protest  or  complain! 

“'That’s  man's  story  too  AH  living  creatures  are  couniless  mam- 
festions  of  a  single  Divinity — arre,  it  could  even  be  said  that  some 
creatures  arc  so  divine  that  they  appear  lo  be  God  All  these 
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creatures  have  to  live  in  this  world  The  light  of  their  exertions 
irradiates  the  world  Brief  moments  of  joy  delight  them,  and  they 
succumb  quietly  to  the  arrival  of  death  That’s  been  the  story  of 
generation  after  generation  The  dust-destroyed  dewdrops  be¬ 
come  dewdrops  again  on  blades  of  grass  the  next  day,  similarly 
dead  humans  assume  new  appearances  in  succeeding  re-births 
Life  IS  endless  Now  you  know  why  I  keep  repeating  this  all  the 
time  ” 

“What  you  say  is  nght  Ashvalthaman  But  it  does  seem  to  me 
that  there  are  men  who  don’t  quite  fit  in  your  category  of  humans- 
as  dewdrops  They  never  get  a  chance  to  swing  on  the  wings  of 
joy,  they  are  never  very  brilliant  in  achievement  They  are  walking 
corpses  What  about  these'>  You  have  very  beautiful  ideas  on  life 
comparing  human  beings  to  dewdrops,  but  life  is  not  all  that  sweet 
and  pretty — nor  all  that  simple  ” 

“No,  Kama  The  people  you  have  in  mind  are  also  dewdrops 
The  only  difference  is  that  they  cling  to  the  other  side  of  the  grass 
blades  The  sun’s  divine  rays  just  don’t  get  a  chance  to  reach  them 
They  are  always  bereft  of  light  These  are  the  dewdrops  that 
languish  for  ever  in  the  darkness  of  ignorance  And  it  is  true  that 
even  death  is  not  as  cruel  in  this  world  than  ignorance  ” 

‘Ah,  when  can  one  expect  these  dewdrops  to  receive  light 
When  will  the  Sun  shine  in  the  lives  of  such  people*^  When  will 
they  raise  their  pinnacles  of  success  and  achievement'>” 

At  the  threshold  of  Death  For  those  who  wallow  in  ignorance, 
there  is  no  simpler,  fairer,  and  more  truth-loving  guru  than  Death 
There  is  no  other  way  of  salvation  for  them  ” 

So  you  mean  to  say  that  they  should  commit  suicide  as  soon  as 
possible*^  ’ 

Of  course  not  We  have  no  nght  to  destroy  a  life  that  we  have 
not  created  Suicide  is  the  rape  of  the  atman  by  an  emotionally 
over  excited  mind  ” 

‘  What  good  are  these  men  for,  then  ■>  Should  they  carry  on 
existing  till  they  die,  or  should  they  as  living  corpses  carry  on  living 
a  mock-life*^” 

“No,  these  men  should  learn  lessons  from  the  patient  earth 
They  should  increase  their  shakti  and  bravely  accept  countless 
assaults,  as  she  does  Not  physical,  financial,  and  worldly 
shakti— but  spintual  strength  And  when  the  right  time  comes, 
they  should  merge  into  the  infinite,  departing  with  all  the  expen- 


The  Death  Conqueror 


199 


ences  of  the  atman  You  see,  no  one  should  ever  forget  that  Time 
IS  seamless,  indivisible  Life  is  not  something  you  get  by  begging 
for  It  Life  IS  an  endless  journey  from  a  begmmngless  beginning  to 
an  endless  end  ” 

Nonplussed,  I  stared  at  him  Sparks  of  wisdom  seemed  to  flash 
from  him  Yet  he  appeared  totally  serene 

I  had  completely  forgotten  that  1  was  late  m  entenng  the  water 
Placing  my  hand  on  his  shoulder,  I  said  to  him  gently,  “Friend, 
sometimes  I  get  confused  by  all  kinds  of  conflicting  ideas  f  don’t 
get  a  chance  to  stick  to  one  clear  thought  Who  am  V — even  that  I 
don’t  clearly  know  Why  do  I  have  this  strange  mental  conflict‘d 
Why  do  I  feel  this  disequilibnum‘d  When  will  this  dichotomy  get 
resolved'd  When  will  I  become  a  Kama  who’s  the  same  outside  as 
well  as  inside 'd  One  Kama  A  Kama  desirable  to  all  A  Kama 
shining  in  his  own  splendour  A  Kama  who  knows  himself  intima¬ 
tely  ’ 

Looking  at  me  with  great  affection,  he  interrupted  me,  “Kama, 
you  were  born  with  flesh  ear  nngs,  so  you  must  have  an  excep¬ 
tionally  illustnous  and  ancient  ancestry  But  you  mustn’t  go  about 
emptily  singing  the  praises  of  your  brilliant  background  Pm  your 
faith  in  the  present  Your  future  is  not  a  future  that  emerges  from 
the  womb  of  high  ancestry  Don’t  be  misled  by  foolish  ideas  of 
noble  background  Don’t  jeopardise  your  present  by  speculations 
about  your  past  A  person  who  once  decides  that  life  has  no  limits 
can  never  be  dejected  He  will  never  lose  faith  m  himself  He  will 
never  imitate  foolish  trend  setters  He  will  not  fritter  his  time  away 
in  trivial  pfeasures  In  the  event  that  he  does,  then  no  matter  how 
brave  he  is,  no  matter  how  anstocratic  and  mighty  his  lineage,  he 
will  inevitably  work  out  his  own  doom  His  so  called  excellent 
lineage  will  be  all  wiped  out  The  world  will  brand  him  ignorant, 
spirit  less,  and  senile  There  will  be  none  to  sing  his  praises  If  any 
write  his  praise,  none  will  read  it  That  is  why,  Kama,  I  keep  telling 
you  that  if  you  have  lost  yourself  m  this  kind  of  inner  conflict, 
please  snap  out  of  it  immediately  Do  some  sclf-scarching  and 
make  up  your  mind  who  you  are  I  have  full  faith  that  you  singly 
can  show  the  world  the  right  path  The  day  your  inner  conflict 
ceases,  the  world  will  fall  at  your  feet — because  you  have  that  kind 
of  greatness  in  you  ’’  His  eyes  were  steady  and  calm  A  mysteri¬ 
ous,  unique  radiance  seemed  to  emanate  from  his  fair,  round  face 
I  fell  in  his  words  a  deep,  eternal  truth 
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His  unbiased,  lucid  advice  doubled  my  respect  for  him.  There 
are  any  number  of  flatterers  in  the  world,  and  very  few  fault- 
indicaters  Extremely  rare  are  path-showers  Some  of  his  words 
resounded  in  my  ears  “Your  lineage  is  illustrious.  .  Pm  your  faith 
in  the  present  Don’t  brood  over  the  future  because  that’s  silly.  . 
Divine  message  to  the  world  ” 

Taking  his  hand  in  mine,  I  said,  “Ashvatthaman,  I’m  going  to 
tell  you  something  today  which  I  have  never  told  anyone  till  now.  I 
have  no  other  guru  than  the  Sun-God  who  has  taught  me  all  about 
archery  He  always  gives  me  divine  instruction  I  can  follow  him 
perfectly  The  only  problem  is  that  1  cannot  communicate  with  him 
through  language  Any  impossible  task  1  do,  is  done  only  with  the 
help  of  his  advice  ”  I  said  this,  pointing  to  the  sky. 

Both  of  us  namaskara-ed  that  radiant  treasure  Some  words  of 
Ashvatthaman  were  ringing  in  my  ears  “Time  is  seamless,  indivi¬ 
sible,  Life  is  endless  ’*  One  question  had  been  on  my  lips  for  a 
long  time,  but  I  had  not  dared  to  ask  him  I  stubbornly  resolved  to 
go  ahead  with  it  today  He  always  had  a  white  cloth  tied  round  his 
head,  knotted  under  the  chin  Was  it  a  wonder  or  what?  At  least 
that  s  what  I  suspected  I  plucked  up  courage  and  asked  him  while 
^ack  after  the  orgAya-offering, 
Ashvatthaman,  why  do  you  always  cover  your  head?  Are  you 
allergic  to  sunlight'^’’ 

No,  It  s  not  that  at  all  On  the  contrary,  I  have  the  greatest 
attraction  for  sunlight  and  the  waters  of  the  Ganga  Why  I  cover 
my  head  that’s  something  Til  tell  you  later,  not  today,  later,  at 
the  right  time  I  certainly  will,  no  doubt  of  that  ” 

11 


From  the  bank  of  the  nver  we  returned  to  the  palace.  Ashvat¬ 
thaman  went  to  the  military  academy  As  soon  as  I  reached  the 
palace  I  heard  an  important  piece  of  news  Knshna  had  killed  his 
uncle  Kansa,  the  king  of  the  Yadavas  of  Mathura  Kansa  was  a 
tyrannical  and  unjust  ruler  He  had  smashed  on  a  stone  the  heads 
of  he  seven  infant  brothers  of  Knshna  It  is  true  that  a  selfish  man 
IS  like  a  tigress  who  has  just  calved  That  tigress  satisfies  her 
unbearable  hunger  by  devounng  even  her  own  new-born  And 
that  is  exactly  what  a  self-loving  man  does  He  is  blinded  to  all 
thoughts  of  mine  and  thine  when  he  sacrifices  others  at  the  altar  of 
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his  desires.  Such  a  man  was  Kansa.  Every  day  in  the  palace  we 
heard  tales  brought  by  messengers  describing  his  brutalities.  He 
had  gone  to  the  extent  of  reducing  to  pulp  the  buttersoft  heads  of 
his  infant  nephews  by  hammering  them  on  a  stone  slab.  His 
demonic  tendencies,  expressed  in  mad  unjustices,  had  tenorised 
all  the  citizens  of  Mathura.  Finally  Sri  Krishna  was  forced  to  kill 
him.  He  pummelled  Kansa  with  his  fists  till  his  uncle  was  flung  flat 
on  the  ground.  That  is  always  the  way  injustice  ends.  Kirtiman, 
Sushena,  Bhadrasena,  Riju,  Sammardana  and  Bhadra — Krishna 
took  a  horrific  revenge  for  these  brothers  of  his. 

1  had  heard  all  kinds  of  stories  about  Krishna  from  all  kinds  of 
people.  Some  mocked  him  as  a  cowherd’s  son,  some  described  him 
as  the  “friend”  of  the  cowgirl  Radha,  some  said  he  was  the  bosom 
friend  of  the  impecunious  Brahmin  Sudama,  and  still  others  called 
him  simply  the  “flute  player”.  I  had  never  seen  him  in  person,  but 
I  certainly  had  an  uncontrollable  desire  to  do  so.  As  the  maternal 
uncle  of  the  Pandavas,  he  was  bound  to  come  to  Hastinapura 
sooner  or  later.  I  could  make  up  my  mind  about  him  only  after  I 
had  met  him  and  talked  to  him  at  least  a  couple  of  times,  ^atever 
he  must  have  seemed  to  others,  he  always  appeared  to  me  as  the 
exemplary  raja  of  the  Yadavas — upset  by  injustice,  the  freer  of 
society  from  the  clutches  of  oppression,  a  very  easy  mixer  with  the 
lower  strata  of  society,  and  a  victor  who  killed  his  own.  wicked 
uncle  and,  unmoved  by  greed,  established  Kansa’s  father 
Ugrasena  on  the  throne  of  Mathura. 

Such  a  self-abnegating  hero  was  naturally  loved  by  the  subjects. 
Though  Ugrasena  was  technically  the  ruler  of  Mathura,  in  reality 
the  problem-ridden  people  had  placed  the  royal  responsibility  in 
the  hands  of  Sri  Krishna.  Not  even  a  leaf  in  Mathura  stirred 
without  the  approval  of  Sri  Krishna. 

12 


A  wave  of  enthusiasm  ran  through  Hastinapura  with  the  news  of 
Sri  Krishna’s  victory.  The  citizens  thronged  the  city  squares,  ex¬ 
citedly  and  delightedly  discussing  the  extraordinary  exploit  of  Sri 
Krishna.  Some  even  hung  up  victory-festoons  on  lintels  and  arch¬ 
ways. 

The  minister  Vrishavarman  announced  to  all  the  nobles  in  the 
palace  that  Maharaja  Dhritarashtra  had  summoned  a  royal  asscm- 
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His  unbiased,  lucid  advice  doubled  my  respect  for  him  There 
are  any  number  of  flatterers  m  the  world,  and  very  few  fault- 
indicaters  Extremely  rare  are  path-showers  Some  of  his  words 
resounded  in  my  ears  “Your  lineage  is  illustrious  .  Pm  your  faith 
in  the  present  .  Don’t  brood  over  the  future  because  that’s  silly... 
Divine  message  to  the  world  ” 

Taking  his  hand  in  mine,  I  said,  “Ashvatthaman,  I’m  going  to 
tell  you  something  today  which  1  have  never  told  anyone  till  now.  I 
have  no  other  guru  than  the  Sun-God  who  has  taught  me  all  about 
archery  He  always  gives  me  divine  instruction  I  can  follow  him 
perfectly  The  only  problem  is  that  1  cannot  communicate  with  him 
through  language  Any  impossible  task  I  do,  is  done  only  with  the 
help  of  his  advice  ”  I  said  this,  pointing  to  the  sky 
Both  of  us  namaskara-ed  that  radiant  treasure  Some  words  of 
Ashvatthaman  were  ringing  in  my  ears  “Time  is  seamless,  indivi¬ 
sible,  Life  IS  endless  ”  One  question  had  been  on  my  lips  for  a 
long  time,  but  I  had  not  dared  to  ask  him  I  stubbornly  resolved  to 
go  ahead  with  it  today  He  always  had  a  white  cloth  tied  round  his 
head,  knotted  under  the  chin  Was  it  a  wonder  or  what*^  At  least 
that’s  what  I  suspected  I  plucked  up  courage  and  asked  him  while 
we  were  on  our  way  back  after  the  arg/ryo-offering, 
“Ashvatthaman,  why  do  you  always  cover  your  head?  Are  you 
allergic  to  sunlight*^’’ 

No,  It’s  not  that  at  all  On  the  contrary,  I  have  the  greatest 
attraction  for  sunlight  and  the  waters  of  the'  Ganga  Why  I  cover 
my  head  that  s  something  I’ll  tell  you  later,  not  today,  later,  at 
the  right  time  I  certainly  will,  no  doubt  of  that  ’’ 
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From  the  bank  of  the  nver  we  returned  to  the  palace  Ashvat¬ 
thaman  went  to  the  military  academy  As  soon  as  I  reached  the 
palace  I  heard  an  important  piece  of  news  Krishna  had  killed  his 
ncle  Kansa  the  king  of  the  Yadavas  of  Mathura  Kansa  was  a 
tyrannical  and  unjust  ruler  He  had  smashed  on  a  stone  the  heads 
of  he  seven  infant  brothers  of  Krishna  It  is  true  that  a  selfish  man 

K  I,  Tha'  “S^ess  satisfies  her 

unbearable  hunger  by  devounng  even  her  own  new-born  And 
that  IS  exactly  what  a  self-loving  man  does  He  is  blinded  to  all 
thoughts  of  mine  and  thine  when  he  sacnfices  others  at  the  altar  of 
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his  desires  Such  a  man  was  Kansa  Every  day  in  the  palace  we 
heard  tales  brought  by  messengers  descnbing  his  brutiities  He 
had  gone  to  the  extent  of  reduang  to  pulp  the  buttersoft  heads  of 
his  infant  nephews  by  hammering  them  on  a  stone  slab  His 
demonic  tendenaes,  expressed  in  mad  unjustices,  had  terronsed 
all  the  citizens  of  Mathura  Finally  Sn  Knshna  was  forced  to  kill 
him  He  pummelled  Kansa  with  his  fists  till  his  uncle  was  flung  flat 
on  the  ground  That  is  always  the  way  injustice  ends  Kirtiman, 
Sushena,  Bhadrasena,  Riju»  Sammardana  and  Bhadra — Knshna 
took  a  horrific  revenge  for  these  brothers  of  his 
1  had  heard  all  kinds  of  stones  about  Knshna  from  all  kinds  of 
people  Some  mocked  him  as  a  cowherd’s  son,  some  descnbed  him 
as  the  “fnend”  of  the  cowgirl  Radha,  some  said  he  was  the  bosom 
fnend  of  the  impecunious  Brahmin  Sudama,  and  still  others  called 
him  simply  the  “flute  player”  I  had  never  seen  him  m  person,  but 
I  certainly  had  an  uncontrollable  desire  to  do  so  As  the  maternal 
uncle  of  the  Pandavas,  he  was  bound  to  come  to  Hastmapura 
sooner  or  later  I  could  make  up  my  mind  about  him  only  after  I 
had  met  him  and  talked  to  him  at  least  a  couple  of  times  >^atever 
he  must  have  seemed  to  others,  he  always  appeared  to  me  as  the 
exemplary  raja  of  Che  Yadavas — upset  by  injustice,  the  fieer  of 
society  from  the  clutches  of  oppression,  a  very  easy  mixer  with  the 
lower  strata  of  society,  and  a  victor  who  killed  his  owa  wicked 
uncle  and,  unmoved  by  greed,  established  Kansa’s  father 
Ugrasena  on  the  throne  of  Mathura 
Such  a  self^abnegating  hero  was  naturally  loved  by  the  subjects 
Though  Ugrasena  was  techmcallly  the  ruler  of  Mathura,  in  reality 
the  problem-ndden  people  had  placed  the  royal  responsibihty  in 
the  hands  of  Sn  Knshna  Not  even  a  leaf  in  Mathura  stirred 
without  the  approval  of  Sn  Knshna 

12 


A  wave  of  enthusiasm  raa  through  Hastmapura  with  the  news  of 
Sn  Knshna’s  victory  The  citizens  thronged  the  city  squares,  ex¬ 
citedly  and  delightedly  discussing  the  extraordinary  exploit  of  Sn 
Knshna  Some  even  hung  up  victory-festoons  on  fintels  and  arch¬ 
ways 

TTie  minister  Vnshavarman  announced  to  all  the  nobles  m  the 
palace  that  Maharaja  Dhntarashtra  had  summoned  a  royal  asscm- 
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bly  that  night  This  was  the  first  royal  assembly  after  my  corona¬ 
tion  as  the  Raja  of  Anga  A  unanimous  resolution  had  to  be 
passed  that  would  make  even  stronger  the  deep  ties  that  existed 
between  the  Kauravas  and  the  Yadavas  as  a  result  of  the  familial 
connection  via  Kunti— and  this  was  to  be  done  by  the  Queen 
Mother  Kunti  sending  a  present  to  Sri  Krishna,  her  nephew  This 
would  also  be  the  occasion  for  all  to  offer  their  congratulations  to 
Sri  Krishna  Mathura  was  the  prosperous  kingdom  of  the  Yadavas, 
of  course,  but  it  also  happened  to  be  contiguous  with  Hastinapura 
The  Kauravas  wished  to  establish  strong  and  cordial  connections 
with  such  a  powerful  relation  This  was  also  expedient  from  the 
political  point  of  view 

Kettledrums  sounded  all  over  the  capital  The  special  finely- 
woven  orange  pennant  of  the  Kauravas  which  had  been  safely 
preserved  was  now  taken  out  and  hoisted  on  the  pure-white  roof 
of  the  palace  where  it  fluttered  in  proud  saffron  glory  Us  excited 
flapping  seemed  to  vibrate  with  the  speed  of  wind  from  Hastma- 
pura’s  palace  to  announce  to  the  Yadavas  of  Mathura,  “Your  new 
raja  is  most  welcome  ” 

The  reception  hall  was  soon  filled  with  invitees  and  eminent 
citizens  In  the  centre  of  the  hall,  about  ten  cubits  high,  facing  the 
east,  stood  the  magnificent  throne  like  a  huge  elephant  Who 
would  sit  on  this  very  ancient  throne’  Who  was  the  first  illustnous 
monarch  to  grace  this  throne’  Was  it  Vivasvat  or  someone  even 
earlier’  No  one  knew  fully  the  history  of  this  throne  All  the  grand 
monarchs  who  had  given  lustre  to  this  golden  throne  had  already 
returned  to  the  womb  of  Time,  but  there  was  no  doubt  that  each 
monarch  had  left  a  deep  and  permanent  impression  of  his  feats  on 
It  That  throne  was  a  living  testimony  of  their  continuing  valour 
Its  arm  rests  were  carved  with  two  open  mouthed  leonine  visages 
Its  back  was  about  six  cubits  high  The  entire  throne  was  lavishly 
carved  with  creepers  that  twined  like  the  pollen  cups  of  the  gurhal 
flower  It  was  the  proud  symbol  of  the  glory  of  Kautava  royalty 
and  the  Solar  dynasty  prior  to  the  Kauravas  A  symbol  to  maintain 
whose  honour  thousands  of  brave  warriors  had  shed  copious 
streams  of  their  blood  in  every  corner  of  Aryavarta  The  kings  of 
Aryavarta  bowed  their  heads  m  front  of  this  throne,  respectfully 
and  humbly  offering  puja  to  royal  valour  How  many  glorious 
kings  had  adorned  this  throne  with  their  splendid  physiques — 
Vivasvat,  Manu,  Pururavas,  Nahusha,  Yayati,  Puru,  Ahamyati, 
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Devatithi,  Antyanara,  Ilila,  Dushyanta,  Bharata,  Suhotra,  Hastin, 
Ajamidha,  Samvirana,  Kuni,  Anashvana,  Parishravas,  and  mighty 
Shantanu.  It  was  a  grand  tradition  of  one  magnificent  maharaja 
out-doing  another.  All  sparks  of  a  divine  conflagration.  Maharaja 
Nahusha  had  defeated  ev^n  Indra,  king  of  the  gods,  and  forced 
him  to  pay  homage  before  the  throne.  Anyone  who  faced  the 
throne  felt  his  head  automatically  bowing  in  respect.  The  throne 
was  a  visible  proof  of  the  stone  inscription — no,  the  gold 
lettering — of  the  glory  of  the  Solar  dynasty.  The  reception  hall 
was,  you  might  say,  a  veritable  springtime  of  grandeur.  And  why 
not?  Grandeur  is  a  servant  who  walks  behind  achievement.  At  the 
back  of  the  throne,  facing  the  east,  was  the  insignia  of  the  Solar 
dynasty — an  image  of  the  Sun-God,  in  a  circular  design,  fashioned 
by  pouring  pure  liquid  gold  on  blue  stone.  On  all  sides  of  the 
circle,  like  the  rays  streaming  in  all  ten  directions,  were  gold  bands 
raised  on  blue  stone.  Seeing  the  glittering  art  work,  one  got  the 
impression  that  the  Sun-God  had  personally  descended  from  the 
sky  and  was  standing  on  the  blue  stone  in  order  to  support  the 
throne.  The  throne  towered  on  an  elevation  above  all  the  other  ^ 
seats.  On  both  sides  of  the  throne  were  seats  for  the  Maharani,  the 
royal  guru,  Bhishma,  the  general,  the  royal  priest,  and  the  chief 
minister.  Flanking  the  throne,  in  front,  were  innumerable  other 
seats  for  the  invited  kings  from  neighbouring  countries  and  the 
warriors  and  nobles  of  Hastinapura.  The  stone  pillars  of  the  recep¬ 
tion  hall  were  decorated  with  carved  flowers  and  creepers  and 
engraved  figures  in  different  postures.  On  the  pure  white  stone 
flooring  were  spread  soft  silk  carpets  from  Gandhara  and 
Kamboja.  On  all  sides  were  large  windows  to  allow  6*00  circulation 
of  air.  There  were  separate  areas  for  the  royal  ladies,  screened 
always  by  shimmering  fine-cloth  curtains.  No  matter  how  insensi¬ 
tive  a  man  might  be,  he  could  not  but  fail  to  be  spellbound  by  the 
awe-inspiring  spectacle  of  the  throne  facing  him  in  the  royal  hall. 

The  hall  was  packed  to  capacity.  The  Keeper  of  the  Horses,  the 
Treasurer,  the  General  and  others  settled  in  their  scats.  I, 
Duryodhana,  and  Shon  entered  the  hall  together,  where  all  the 
brothers  of  Duryodhana  were  sitting,  along  with  Yudhishthira  and 
the  Pandavas.  Drona  was  ensconced  in  the  seat  for  the  royal  guru, 
and  behind  him  was  Uncle  Shakuni.  Ashvatthaman  was  with  the 
princes.  All  were  whispering  among  themselves,  and  a  concord  of 
sounds  filled  the  hall.  We  three  sat  in  our  seats.  Only  the  seals  of 
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Maharaja  Dhntarashtra,  the  Queen  Mother  Gandhan,  Grandsire 
Bhishma  and  Gurudeva  Vidura  were  still  empty.  Swirls  of  incense 
smoke  from  a  corner  joss-stick  filled  the  hall  with  heady  fragrance. 
Ashvatthaman  kept  glancing  m  my  direction  and  smiling  quietly. 
Two  things  about  the  hall  struck  me*  one,  the  happy,  innocent  face 
of  Ashvatthaman,  and  two,  the  golden  image  of  the  Sun-God 
emblem  of  the  Kauravas  I  concentrated  my  eyes  on  the  image. 
Resting  my  nght  elbow  on  the  arm  of  the  seat,  and  cupping  my 
chin  in  my  palm,  I  stared  at  the  Sun-God,  drinking  in  its  fascina¬ 
tion  to  my  heart’s  content  For  a  moment  I  felt  that  I  was  on  the 


bank  of  the  Ganga  itself  The  whispenng  people  in  the  hall  were 
like  the  murmunng  waves  of  the  Ganga  1  gazed  at  the  image  with 
intense  emotion  A  pleasing  fancy  began  cnss-crossmg  my  mind. 
Wasn’t  it  true  that  each  lUustnous  raja  of  the  Solar  dynasty  was 
nothing  but  a  dynamic,  flaming  ray  of  the  undying,  solar  conflagra¬ 
tion*^  I  tried  to  visualise  all  the  rajas  m  the  image  before  me. 
Never-seen-before-and-yet-familiar,  each  royal  visage  emanated 
from  the  image  Each  royal  body  glowed  with  a  golden-yellow 
lustre  I  had  never  seen  such  a  wonderfully  divine  spectacle  be¬ 
fore  I  was  enchanted  In  the  meantime,  Duryodhana  nudged  me 
hard  My  vision  snapped,  I  jerked  my  attention  towards  him  He 
raised  his  eyebrows,  and  gestured  with  his  eyes  towards  Yudhish- 
thira,  who  was  facing  him  So  1  turned  to  look  at  Yudhishthira 
Forgetting  himself,  he  was  fixedly  gazing  at  my  feet  I  quickly  hid 
my  feet  under  my  seat  Startled,  he  looked  at  me  A  small  frown 
crossed  his  majestic  forehead  In  the  meantime  a  loud  voice 
^nounced  “Omament-of-the-Kaurava-dynasty  raja-of-the- 
Kauravas  Maharaja  Dhntarashtra'” 


Maharaja  Dhntarashtra.  Maharani  Gandhan  Devi,  Grandsue 
Bhishma,  and  Gurudeva  Vidura-these  four  entered  the  hall  by  a 
special  door  All  rose  to  greet  them  I  rose  too  On  the  Maharaja 
ra  sing  his  Keptre  all  resumed  their  seats  Grandsire  Bhishma  and 
Gurutoa  Vidura  s  presence  created  an  immediate  sdence  in  the 
hall  The  minister  Vnshavarman  stood  up  and  said 
“Venerable  Grandsire,  Ornament-of-the-Kaurava-dynasty 
Maharaja  Maharani,  respectworthy  Gurudeva  Drona  and 
Vidura,  Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi,  Raja-of-the  Subalas  Uncle 
Shakuni  Commander-m-Chiet,  Council-of-Eight  Ministers, 
Finest-of-Kauravas  Pnnee  Yudhishthira  and  Duryodhana,  Raja- 
of-Anga  Kama,  Son-of-the-gura  Ashvatthaman,  all  pnmis  pre- 
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sent  and  invited  citizens,  you  are  all  aware  why  this  royal  assembly 
has  been  invited  today  TTie  Hnest  of  the  Yadavas,  Maharaja  Sn 
Knshna  has  killed  his  tyrant  maternal  uncle  Kansa  and  established 
his  royal  authonty  in  Mathura  Maharaja  Sri  Knshna  is  the 
nephew  of  Queen  Mother  Kunti,  who  is  the  wife  of  the  finest-of 
the-Kauravas,  Maharaja  Pandu  You  know  this  well  too  His 
victory  has  provided  us  Kauravas  with  an  excellent  ally  who  is  also 
bound  to  us  by  the  dutiful  ties  of  kinship  This  is  extremely 
fortunate  for  us  We  have  gathered  to  convey  our  congratulations 
and  express  our  happiness  on  this  occasion  The 
finest-of-Kauravas,  Grandsire  Bhishma,  will  now  say  a  few  words 
about  the  Yadava-raja,  Maharaja  Sn  Krishna  ”  Bowing  twice, 
Vnshavarman  sat  down 

All  eyes  were  turned  to  Grandsire  Bhishma  I  recalled  my  first 
meeting  with  him  on  the  bank  of  the  Ganga  He  had  said  to  me 
then  “Take  care  of  your  flesh-ear-nngs  Go  ”  Remembenng  these 
words,  I  touched  my  ear>nngs  None  else  in  the  hall  had  such  ear- 
nngs  This  fact  struck  me  strongly  He  stood  up  and  expressed 
himself  in  a  grave  voice,  as  if  an  erect,  tall  deodar  were  speaking 
There  was  not  the  slightest  stoop  in  his  tall  figure,  despite  his 
years  His  voice  was  as  sharp  and  nnging  as  the  impact  of  arrow  on 
stone-slab  He  cast  his  old  yet  penetrating  gaze  on  the  silent 
audience  and  said 

“Members  of  this  royal  assembly  and  excellent  heroes  of  the 
Kauravas’  My  mind  today  is  overflowing  like  the  Yamuna  in  flood 
with  all  kinds  of  mixed  feelings  What  is  there  for  me  to  say  about 
Bhagavan  Sn  Knshna*^  I  use  the  word  ‘Bhagavan’  and  that  should 
be  enough  to  show  you  my  feelings  about  him  Yet  I  do  feel  that  it 
IS  my  duty,  as  an  elder  Kaurava,  to  say  a  few  words  to  the  young 
generation  I  see  before  me,  the  reason  being  that  we  sometimes 
completely  forget  the  supremacy  of  discipline  m  life,  so  that  it 
becomes  necessary  to  say  in  simple  language  something  about  Sn 
Knshna  that  will  appeal  to  your  brave  and  heroic  natures  Please 
give  me  your  undivided  attention 

“Sn  Knshna  is  a  thousand-petalled,  hundred-hued  lotus  Take 
any  petal — its  soft  feel  and  soothing  hue  will  provide  you  with  a 
divine  joy  Sn  Knshna,  who  is  today  a  raja,  appears  before  my 
eyes  in  any  number  of  forms  I  have  seen  him  many  times  And 
whenever  I  have  heard  of  incidents  concerning  him  from  the  lips  of 
others,  I  have  always  felt  them  to  be  happening  nght  in  front  of 
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me  In  fact,  they  happen  to  me  with  the  very  same  vividness  with 
which  I  see  you  in  front  of  me  now  m  this  royal  haJl  It  is  possible 
that  1  may  have  forgotten  some  of  the  incidents  in  my  life’s  career, 
but  I  am  positive  that  I  have  not  forgotten  even  a  single  incident  in 
the  life  of  Krishna  You  may  feel  astounded  by  the  fact  that  Sn 
Krishna  has  killed  Kansa,  but  I  don’t  The  truth  is  that  I  see  no 
reason  even  to  extend  our  auspicious  greetings  to  Sri  Krishna  Yet 
I  have  thought  fit  to  invite  you  here,  only  for  one  reason,  which  is 
that  I  want  to  speak  about  him  to  you  I  must  warn  all  the  heroes 
here  that  if  their  intention  is  to  measure  Sn  Krishna  with  the 
bnlliance  of  their  brains,  they  will  certainly  fail  To  measure  him 
you  must  look  up  at  the  immensity  of  the  sky  And  in  course  of 
time  you  will  realise  that  even  the  sky,  compared  to  him,  is 
infinitesimal  Please  do  not  get  the  impression  that  I  am  rambling 
inconsequentially  under  the  sway  of  my  emotions  At  the  very 
start  I  descnbed  Sn  Knshna  with  respect  and  bhakti  as 
Bhagavan — but  I  did  this  not  without  discnmmation  ” 

Saying  this,  he  sat  down,  leaving  the  audience  awed 
Next  rose  Vidura,  looking  as  happy  and  calm  as  a  panjata  tree 
He  had  a  sweet  message  to  impart,  a  message  that  incirculated 
through  the  hall  like  a  graceful  fish  swimming  in  a  large  bowl  He 
said 

“You  have  heard  a  great  deal  about  Sn  Knshna  What  is  there 
left  for  me  to  add*^  Yet  I  would  like  to  say  that  I  do  not  care  a  jot 
about  what  the  world  thinks — I  happen  to  be  an  ardent  devotee  of 
Sn  Knshna  A  devotee  has  nothing  to  say  about  his  god  He  is 
content  to  worship  his  god  m  the  temple  of  his  heart  Language 
seems  too  trivial  to  a  devotee  to  express  his  feelings  ”  With  these 
words,  he  resumed  his  seat 

Dhntarashtra  stood  up  In  a  wheezy  voice  he  said,  “I  have  never 
ai  eyes  on  Sn  Knshna,  and  it  is  not  possible  for  me  to  do  so  But 
Vidura  has  told  me  a  great  deal  about  him  As  I  listened,  I 
regretted  sometimes  that  I  was  sightless  If  by  any  chance  of  divine 
^ace  I  have  my  eyesight  restored,  my  first  task  will  be  to  visit 
Mathura  That  is  all  I  have  to  say  about  Sn  Knshna  ”  He  sat  down, 
wiping  a  tear  from  his  eye  with  the  end  of  his  shawl 

After  him,  Guru  Drona,  Uncle  Shakum,  the  Commander  in- 
Chief  and  other  venerable  dignilanes  gave  their  views  one  by  one 
All  presented  Sn  Knshna  in  some  extraordinary  aspect  or  other  of 
Sn  Knshna  My  cunosity  kept  growing  For  a  moment  I  felt  like 
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going  to  Mathura  and  seeing  Sri  Krishna  in  person,  who  had  at 
such  a  young  age  succeeded  in  endearing  himself  to  such  a  large 
number  of  people.  If  possible,  I  would  like  to  talk  to  him.  I  was 
lost  in  these  thoughts  when  I  heard  the  eldest  Pandava,  Yudhish- 
thira,  say  gently: 

“Grandsire,  Ministers,  Uncle  Vidura,  and  Maharaja —  all  have 
clearly  said  all  there  is  to  say,  so  what  do  I  say  now?  Sri  Krishna  is 
also  our  maternal  cousin.  We  will  faithfully  follow  his  and  your 
advice.” 

On  his  sitting  down,  Prince  Duryodhana  rose.  Confidently  he 
swivelled  his  neck  right  and  left  and  said: 

“Raja  Sri  Krishna  has  been  fulsomely  portrayed  in  this  hall 
already.  All  I  have  to  say  is  this — let  the  Minister  immediately 
arrange  to  send  to  Mathura  a  golden  crown,  a  silver>handled 
sword,  and  zari  vestures  on  behalf  of  the  Kauravas;  this  should  be 
done  today  itself.  And  I  wjll  now  request  the  Raja  of  Anga, 
Kama,  to  say  a  few  words.” 

He  glanced  at  me,  smiled,  and  sat  down.  He  had  asked  me  to 
speak  without  consulting  me.  There  was  no  escape  now — I  had  to 
say  whatever  came  to  my  mind.  Whatever  I  knew  about  Sri 
Krishna  was  based  on  hearsay.  I  had  never  seen  him  personally.  I 
rose  to  speak.  I  glanced  once  at  the  Kaurava  emblem  of  the  Sun- 
God  and  then,  just  as  in  autumn  a  flock  of  unfamiliar  birds  appears 
in  the  sky  apparently  out  of  nowhere,  unexpected  clusters  of 
thoughts  suddenly  crowded  into  my  mind.  I  said  loudly: 

“I  have  not  seen  Sri  Krishna  even  once,  but  I  will  speak  because 
my  best  friend  Duryodhana  has  asked  me  to  do  so.  It  is  not 
necessary  to  know  Sri  Krishna  fully  in  order  to  say  something 
about  him.  One  can  easily  get  to  know  the  basics  about  a  person 
from  the  events  in  which  he  is  involved.  You  have  already  an¬ 
nounced  that  Sri  Krishna  has  despatched  the  brutal  tyrant  Kansa 
to  the  realm  of  Yama;  if  so,  then  all  1  can  say  is  that  he  is  now  the 
foremost  raja  of  Aryavarta.  In  the  tussle  of  truth  and  untruth,  he 
has  sacrificed  his  own  relative  for  the  welfare  of  his  kingdom.  He  is 
so  total,  so  vast  that  we  should  take  him  as  our  model.  That  is  why 
I  honour  Sri  Krishna.”  Loud  clapping  greeted  my  words.  I  sat 
down. 

A  golden  crown,  a  sword,  and  royal  vestures  were  bitought  into 
the  hall  on  a  thali.  All  agreed  that  the  Minister  should  take  them  to 
Mathura.  The  hall  emptied.  The  people  filed  out.  I  glanced  at  the 
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Pandavas  seated  faeing  me  Bhima  was  stanng  at  me  Arjuna  was 
gazing  wide-eyed  at  my  flesh-ear-nngs,  and  Yudhishthira  still 
looking  at  my  feet  In  a  short  time,  only  Shon,  I  and  Duryodhana 
were  left  m  the  hall  We  were  the  last  to  leave 
The  staircase  exit  of  the  royal  ladies  enclosure  was  on  the  nght 
of  the  hall  The  ladies  were  descending  and  we  saw  the  Queen 
Mother  Kunti  Devi  coming  down  as  we  were  leaving  She  was 
dressed  m  pure-white — the  white  of  the  ananta  flower  She  was 
descending  the  stairs  very  slowly  When  my  gaze  met  hers,  she 
stopped  I  thought  she  looked  at  my  ear  rings  Perhaps  she  had 
liked  all  that  I  had  said  about  Sn  Knshna,  who  was  her  brother’s 
son  Her  face  gave  me  the  impression  that  she  wanted  to  tell  me 
something  I  paused,  briefly  But  Duryodhana  took  my  arm  and 
gently  pushed  me  ahead  He  said,  “Kama,  today  you  spoke  superbly 
I  enjoyed  your  talk  immensely  Come,  let’s  go  to  my  palace  Let’s 
have  some  frait  to  eat,  after  which  you  can  leave  ’’  1  walked  with 
him  Many  ideas  were  whirling  in  my  head  regarding  Sn  Krishna 
The  Pandavas  were  related  to  him  1  had  no  kinship  of  any  kind 
with  him  I  felt  sad  that  I  had  not  even  seen  him 

13 


That  night  I  learnt  a  remarkable  fact  about  the  Queen  Mother 
Kunti  Devi  from  the  lips  of  Vnshali  Cunous  about  the  proceed¬ 
ings  of  the  royal  assembly,  and  at  the  request  of  Duryodhana’s 
sister  Duhshala,  Vnshali  had  gone  to  the  ladies’  enclosure  Seeing 
her,  the  Queen  Mother  sent  a  maid  and  had  her  brought  and 
seated  beside  her  She  caressed  Vnshah’s  back  lovingly  Vnshali 
pranama  ed  her  She  sat  beside  the  Queen  Mother  till  the  proceed¬ 
ings  ended  Next  to  her  sat  Duhshala  Devi  She  kept  asking 
Vnshali  questions  Because  the  Queen  Mother  was  beside  her, 
Vnshali  replied  to  all  these  softly  Duhshala  Devi  asked  one 
panicularly  touching  question,  I  was  very  eager  to  know  what  it 
was,  and  Vnshali’s  reply  to  it  But  Vnshali  was  not  willing  to 
repeat  it  I  feel  shy,”  she  said  I  tned  all  kinds  of  roundabout 
ways  1  flattered,  I  pleaded  To  no  avail  She  was  adamant  The 
fact  IS,  It  IS  the  hardest  thing  in  the  world  to  get  a  woman  to  give 
out  her  heart’s  secret  by  insisting  that  she  do  so  A  woman’s  heart 
IS  the  deepest  immeasurable  depth  in  the  world  There  is  only  one 
sure  way  to  worai  out  a  secret  from  her  heart,  and  that  is  to  give 
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her ''the  impression  that  the  secret  has  no  value  for  us  That 
immediately  brings  to  us  whatever  we  long  to  hear —  sometimes 
with  spicy  details  added 

Vnshali  didn’t  tell  me  the  question  because  my  excessive  zeal 
showed  She  hedged  and  hemmed  A  woman’s  mind  is  like  the 
planet  Svati  that  heralds  the  fall  of  auspicious  ram  When  needed, 
no  ram  falls,  when  not  needed,  a  downpour 

I  knew  Vnshali  would  disclose  the  question  sooner  or  later 
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The  fulfilment  of  marriage  lies  in  the  birth  of  a  son  Seeing  a 
son’s  face,  a  father  feels  his  life  as  fully  favoured  He  experiences  a 
truly  unique  joy 

My  pregnant  wife  developed  strong  puerperal  longings  for  hard- 
to-get  fruits  and  vanous  other  things  She  was  very  embarrassed  by 
the  way  I  teased  her  while  trying  to  satisfy  her  wishes  The  servants 
and  maids  of  the  palace  left  no  stone  unturned  to  gratify  her 
whims  She  had  truly  become  the  Empress  of  Anga 

1  thought  deeply  about  what  name  should  be  given  to  Vnshali’s 
first-born  son,  but  couldn’t  think  of  anything  suitable  The  intelli¬ 
gent  thing  was  to  leave  it  all  to  her  Whatever  name  she  chose, 
would  be  the  best 

One  thought  obsessed  me  I  wanted  my  son  to  have  flesh-ear¬ 
rings  and  skin-armour  How  would  he  look  in  them‘d  As  I  did  in  my 
childhood‘s 

A  son  was  born,  but  but  he  had  no-  flesh-ear-nngs  and  skin- 
armour  Clouds  of  suspicion  darkened  my  mind  He  was  a  strap¬ 
ping  baby,  but  without  flesh-ear-nngs  I  lost  all  interest  in  naming 
him  Why  was  he  born  without  flesh-ear-nngs*^  This  mystery 
rankled  in  me 

We  named  him  Sudamana  A  huge  feast  was  organised  m  the 
palace  to  celebrate  his  name-giving  ceremony  I  tned  to  console 
myself  that  at  least  one  son  of  mine  would  be  born  with  flesh-ear- 
nngs  and  skm-armour  My  first-born  may  have-missed  them,  my 
second  son  would  not  This  is  how  I  rationalised  my  disappoint¬ 
ment 

Hope  IS  the  strongest  shakti  m  life 


BOOK  4 


duryodhana 


1 

A.U  the  cilizetvs  feared  me.  Many  had  the 
idea  that  I  was  the  embodiment  of  all  existing  as  well  as  non- 
existing  mischiefs,  that  I  had  a  massive  banyan  of  an  ego,  that  I 
had  a  fierce  world-consuming  fire  in  my  eyes.  1  got  an  inkling  of 
this  in  their  conversations.  I  won’t  say  whether  this  opinion  of 
theirs  was  deserved  or  undeserved.  But  is  he  really  a  wrong-doer 
whom  the  world  describes  as  wrong-doer?  Is  there  anyone  who  can 
say  anything  about  such  a  person  with  dead  certainty?  I  can 
definitely  say  that  these  are  untrue  and  foolish  speculations 
concocted  by  cowardly  and  irresponsible  individuals.  The  reason 
being  that  the  same  deed  which  is  tod^y  extolled  as  noble  is 
tomorrow  decried  as  infamous.  And  that  is  a  correct  judgment. 
For  example,  take  the  case  of  murder.  Say  a  patriot  kills  a  traitor 
of  his  country.  This  murderer  is  honoured  by  the  world  as  a 
national  hero.  He  is  praised  to  the  skies.  But  if  a  bandit,  out  of 
greed  for  wealth,  slaughters  a  traveller  with  an  axe,  the  world 
condemns  him  as  a  murderer.  The  deed  is  the  same:  one  human 
has  killed  a  fellow-human.  Yet  the  first  is  revered  as  a  patriot,  the 
second  reviled  as  a  criminal.  From  one  point  of  view,  the  deed  is 
noble;  from  another,  condemnable.  Both  statements  are  correct. 
That  is  why  I  believe  that  "noble”  and  "mean”  are  mental  fabrica¬ 
tions.  Cowardly  weaklings,  to  cover  their  jspinelessness,  keep 
citing  these  views  as  suits  them.  This  cra2y  world  has  elevated 
these  views  as  ideal  for  thousands  of  years.  According  to  me,  there 
is  only  nobility  in  the  world.  There  is  only  one  idea  that  is  eternal. 
This  world  has  bowed  always  only  to  one  thiug— one  noble 
value — and  that  is  pragmatism.  Without  pragmatism,  a  man  is  like 
a  tree  without  a  root,  or  a  sword  without  a  hilt.  To  be  pragmatic 
means  not  merely  to  be  physically  strong  but  to  be  intelligent  and 
powerful  in  a  perfect  blend.  That  is  the  kind  of  practical 
effectiveness  which  I  recommend.  With  this  philosophy  a 
splendidly  determined  man  can  rip  open  the  sky,  scoop  out  the 
hoard  of  starry  diamonds  and  rubies,  and  bring  them  on  earth.  1 
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offered  puja  to  such  a  philosophy  And  that  was  the  reason  the 
world  thought  I  was  proud  and  egocentnc  All  Hastmapura 
mocked  me  behind  my  back  That's  what  cowards  do,  anyway  I 
am  not  going  to  scream  to  the  worid  that  I  am  not  proud, 
because — what’s  the  use*^ — no  one  is  going  to  believe  me  What  do 
crawling  insects  on  the  earth  know  about  the  freely  sky*coursing 
cloud-king*’  People  call  me  proud  and  self  centred  Let  them  I 
couldn’t  care  less  I  know  only  too  well  that  this  world  brands  very 
soon  as  coward  and  weakling  anyone  who  allows  himself  to  be 
influenced  into  doing  what  the  world  desires  What  should  be  the 
ideal  way  of  behaving  for  a  man?  As  his  nature  dictates^  There’s  a 
lot  of  idle  talk  about  disaplimng  the  atman,  but  the  truth  is  that 
every  person  actually  acts  according  to  his  or  her  nature  And  why 
not'’ — it  IS  natural  Does  a  lion  have  to  explain  to  his  cubs  how  to 
catch  deer*’  Has  anyone  seen  a  lion  indulging  m  such  instruction? 
And  the  same  applies  to  human  beings  A  man  should  be  like  a 
musth  elephant  He  should  have  such  strength  in  his  head  when 
the  need  anses  to  challenge  (he  world  as  will  make  the  world  sit 
up  And  what's  wrong  in  this?  How  can  a  man  be  a  man  if  he  has 
no  masculine  essence*’  Self-control,  fortitude,  liberality,  renuncia¬ 
tion,  submission — these  and  other  virtues  are  empty  words  heard 
as  one  sits  on  the  smooth,  elegant  floors  of  temples,  smelling 
scented  joss  sticks  They  are  all  meaningless  myths,  because  life  is 
not  a  temple  of  that  kind  It’s  a  sacnficial  altar  which  is  eternally 
lit  It’s  an  endless  battlefield  reverberating  with  the  dm  of  pulsing 
life  and  death  There’s  only  one  value  on  the  battlefield-— to  be 
practical,  to  be  brave  through  one’s  own  capability  Only  those 
who  have  a  mission  understand  this  Those  who  believe  in  letting 
things  remain  as  they  are  do  not  believe  m  this  On  the  contrary, 
they  are  always  involved  m  philosophical  hair  splitting  I  have  all 
my  life  determinedly  practised  the  philosophy  of  pragmatism  and 
courage  No  matter  what  happens,  J  will  carry  on  following  this 
principle  Let  the  citizens  descnbe  this  as  noble  or  mean,  let  them 
call  me  Duryodhana  the  Wicked  Warrior,  or  Suyodhana  the  Noble 
Warrior  as  they  call  Yudhisbthira  I  have  no  time  to  think  of  these 
details  And  no  raja  should  have  time  for  such  niceties  either 
My  pink  eyes  were  another  important  point  of  criticism  All 
discussed  my  pink  eyes  They  had  the  impression  that  my  pink 
eyes  would  one  day  disintegrate  the  world  No  one  sai^  this  to  my 
face  If  anyone  ever  dared,  I  would  have  given  him  a  straight 
reply  You’re  just  envious  ’ 
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Have  there  been  no  other  pmk-eyed  people  in  this  world  be¬ 
fore*?  And  have  they  destroyed  the  world?  Had  they  done  so,  how 
IS  It  that  you  survived?  The  truth  is  that  pink  eyes  are  an  index  of 
good  looks  They  didn’t  have  pink  eyes  themselves,  so  they  were 
critical  of  mine  behind  my  back  What  is  this  if  not  envy?  I  loved 
three  things  above  all  else  one,  my  title  of  Kuru  monarch,  two, 
my  mace,  and  three,  my  pink  eyes  It  is  quite  possible  that  I  would, 
on  occasion,  have  had  secondary  affection  for  my  mace  and  my 
title,  but  my  primary  pride  was  in  my  pink  eyes,  and  this  I  could 
never  deny  If  the  royal  physician  suggested,  “Raja  Duryodhana, 
if  you  gift  your  eyes  it  is  possible  that  Maharaja  Dhntarashtra  will 
regain  hts  sight,”  my  reply  would  be,  “Royal  physician,  if 
Maharaja  Dhritarashtra’s  sight  depends  on  the  gift  of  my  eyes,  I 
will  part  with  them  because  I  have  no  choice,  but  the  moment  I 

"ly  body  with  my 
Duryodhana  is  no  better  than  a 

whw  amtr  “"‘quuness  lies  in  my  pink  eyes,  and  that  is 
wny  I  am  so  proud  of  them  ” 


in  ^nTv  hLT?h^*  Hastinapura-of  all  Aryavarta-lay 

semL  Whn  ^y 

luxunouslv  ann'  Ta*  'banots  if  not  a  raja’  1  had  sky  kissing, 
luxunously  appointed  palaces  to  hve  in  Whenever  I  wanted  I 

breaking  TOim^wi'r'’  exhausted  ’to 

ful  they  surpas’sed  eve^the  arris' oTh"‘ 

esans  and  sonastresses  if  of  heaven,  as  well  as  court- 

agamst  me,  I  was  the  crown  pnnre  a'nd  I  ha*d  ?h‘° 

crush  him  to  powder  I  was  the  f 

one  not  two  I  had  absolute  lord  of  Hastmapura  Not 

anexcdS’advser^ 

mtelhgent  To  carry  out  every  o“d«  ’of  1"“ 

Cham  of  followers  ranging  from  thrmimstTv  i,  “  ^ 

humblest  menial  Because  father  was 'siEhtk« 

Bhishma  advanced  m  years,  I  had  dl“he  „  “ ’f  Grandsire 
my  hands  For  about  seventeen  years  the  entire  "J 

Hastmapura  had  been  managed  by  me  My  closest  Sds”s^  as 
Karna  sometimes  plucked  up  courage  to  ask  me,  “Durjodhana! 
what  did  you  accomplish  in  these  seventeen  year;’”  TiSy  forgo 
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that  seventeen  years  was  a  negligible  period  by  which  to  judge  the 
running  of  the  entire  Kaurava  empire  I  had  committed  myself  to 
enhancing  the  prestige  of  the  Kauravas  during  these  seventeen 
years,  and  yet  people  complained  that  I  had  been  behaving  arbit 
rarily  If  what  they  said  was  right,  what  could  I  do  except  agree 
with  them‘d  “Very  well,  I  have  behaved  arbitrarily  What  else  do 
you  have  to  say  about  this*^**  Why  should  I  be  accountable  to 
anyone'^  Whose  kingdom  was  it  anyway*^  My  ancestors’  If  I,  as 
their  descendant,  behaved  as  I  pleased,  what’s  so  wrong  about 
that'^  I  was  not  one  to  be  afraid  about  what  my  future  would  bring 
Whatever  was  going  to  be,  was  going  to  be  What  was  going  to  be 
the  fate  of  Hastinapura'^  And  of  Aryavarta*^  What  will  be,  will  be 
But  I  would  behave  the  same  way,  because  I  don’t  mull  over  the 
past  and  I  don’t  know  the  future  I  am  a  child  of  the  present  And 
in  the  present,  I  have  done  very  well  indeed  in  keeping  in  check 
the  growing  threat  of  rebellion  from  the  Pandavas  Wasn’t  the 
mightily  iHustnous,  tremendously  strong,  and  sun  like  hero  Kama 
totally  dedicated  to  me*’  He  had  promised  complete  allegiance  to 
me  Though  brilliant  in  valour,  he  is  really  a  simple  man  Every¬ 
one  calls  him  charioteer,  a  person  of  low  rank  But  on  every 
occasion  that  i  have  seen  him  I  never  could  believe  that  he  was  a 
charioteer’s  son  How  could  a  mere  charioteer’s  son  be  so  valiant*^ 
How  could  a  charioteer’s  son  have  golden  flesh-ear-nngs  that 
flashed  fire'^  He  was  doubtless  of  a  high  caste  Perhaps  he  himself 
was  not  aware  who  he  was  If  what  1  think  is  correct,  what  will 
happen  if  tomorrow  he  stumbles  on  the  truth  of  his  birth Chhee^  I 
cannot  even  imagine  my  condition  if  that  should  ever  come  about 
Treating  me  as  his  life  precious  fnend,  that  silly  young  man  has 
entrusted  his  life,  his  mind,  and  his  future  to  me  without  any 
misgiving  He  considers  me  his  fnend,  his  well-wisher  Crazy 
Kama*  It  will  take  you  a  long  time  to  understand  the  character  of 
Duryodhana  Perhaps — perhaps  you  will  have  to  remain  unsure 
about  this  to  your  very  last  breath  Today  I  hold  you  in  my 
clenched  fist — I  have  installed  you  Raja  of  Anga  I  showed  you  the 
rays  of  freedom  when  you  were  lurking  in  the  corners  of  Hastma- 
pura  as  an  ordinary  chanoteer  1  have  gifted  you  a  kingdom  that 
you  would  not  have  been  able  to  obtain  though  you  tried  all  your 
life  for  It  I  have  freed  you  From  now  on  you  will  follow  my  wishes 
to  the  letter  If  you  don’t,  you  will  bum  yourself  to  ashes  m  your 
conscience  But  I  have  full  faith  now  that  you  will  never  do 
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anything  that  goes  against  my  interest  You  see,  I  have  made  you 
the  raja  you  are  I  have  taken  a  charioteer  and  made  him  a  king  of 
a  sovereign  land — this  is  my  great  noble  achievement  On  the 
strength  of  this  feat,  I  will  now  make  demands  on  you  as  I  please 
Kama,  you  are  today  a  calm  and  quiet  cow  in  Duryodhana’s  cow- 
pen  A  cow  knows  only  thing — anJ  that  is  to  provide  milk  to  her 
master  The  helpless  cow  never  threatens  her  master  with  her 
horns — this  I  know  very  welt  from  experience  Kama,  that’s  what 
your  position  is  m  relation  to  Duryodhana,  the  finest  of  Kums 
You  probably  have  the  impression  that  I’m  brimming  over  with 
love  for  you,  and  that’s  why  I’m  supporting  you  But  that’s  entirely 
wrong  My  aim  is  to  pull  out  the  Pandava  thorn,  and  I’m  going  to 
use  you  to  achieve  this  end 


They  always  say  that  they  are  the  sons  of  Maharaja  Pandu 
Maharaja  Pandu  was  an  illustrious  person,  a  destroyer  of  enemies, 
a  world  conqueror — all  these  facts  I  am  prepared  to  grant  I  have 
the  greatest  respect  for  him  even  now  But  those  shrewd  people 
who  know  why  he  left  Hastinapura  will  certainly  admit  that  these 
Pandavas  cannot  m  any  way  be  the  sons  of  Maharaja  Pandu  The 
curse  on  him  made  it  impossible  for  him  to  have  children  How 
then  can  they  be  his  progeny’  They  are  not  his  children— if  this  is 
once  tor  all  clear  then  how  can  I  ever  accept  them  as  his’  At  the 
most  they  have  the  right  to  call  themselves  children  of  Kunti  or 
children  of  Madn  And  if  that  is  tme,  then  it  is  proper  that  they 
fiphon  nght  by  claiming  it  in  Mathura  by 

<5i.®r  *"  ‘'■"gdom  of  Madra  by  fighting 

ofra  wnh  m  Hastina- 

r„dr.s  H  dear  Maharaja 

fhe  deiaiU  nf  H  ^  great  mystery  No  one  has  come  forward  to  give 
Lecau  e  of  Ou^n  M  >■'  Palace  only 

D^ence  th?wH  ‘i"""  ‘  with  the  utmost 

Gum  Dronaral  r®  receiving  here  all  the  time 

Gum  Drona  was  the  gum  of  only  the  Kauravas  He  should  have 

a  wavs‘faSl‘v°,‘’l'r"‘"n‘'  ‘  "°““d  that  Arjuna 

always  faithfully  tails  Guru  Drona  as  a  calf  tails  its  moiher  T  have 

also  observed  that  Yudhishth.ra  is  always  busy  giving  gratuitous 
advice  to  all  and  sundry  I  have  watched  barbarous  Bhima  entice 

outskirti'inri'Jh  swimming  in  the  lake  on  the  city 

outskirts  and  then  ducking  them  four  at  a  time  in  the  waters  until 
they  were  half-dead  Did  anyone  give  thought  to  my  feelings  at 
that  time’  ■' 
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For  twelve  years  I  have  burned  up  inside  observing  the  way  they 
monopolised  everything  Wherever  you  look,  you  see  the 
Pandavas  Arre^  are  the  Pandavas  gods  or  what*^  And  even  if  they 
are.  I’m  going  to  show  them  that  I  am  the  descendant  of  Maharaja 
Nahusha  who  taught  the  gods  a  thorough  lesson  These  Pandavas 
now  go  about  openly  laying  claim  to  the  throne  of  Hastinapura 
Whose  kingdom  is  it*^  The  Kauravas’  The  kingdom  of  two  mon- 
archs,  Maharaja  Pandu  and  Maharaja  Dhntarashtra  But  now  the 
sinfully-born  sons  of  Kunti  and  Madn  are  haughtily  calling  it 
theirs  My  mind  is  entirely  clear  on  one  point — the  Pandavas  are 
simply  not  the  sons  of  Maharaja  Pandu  Sons  they  are,  but  of  Kunti 
and  Madn  If  on  the  strength  of  this  they  have  rosy  visions  of 
sitting  on  the  throne  of  the  Kauravas,  then  I  would  descnbe  them 
as  gross  fools  Water  dripping  from  a  thatched  hut  can  never 
become  the  sacred  water  of  the  Ganga  Poisonous  weeds  that 
breed  beside  nullahs  are  not  placed  as  pari/n/a-offerings  before 
the  sacred  image  of  a  deity  Stone  chips  on  the  public  road  are  not 
scintillating  stars  The  wild  crow  shneking  in  the  banyan  does  not 
ever  compare  with  the  king  of  birds  Garuda  perched  on  a  moun> 
tain  peak  What  will  be,  will  be  But  as  long  as  brave  Duryodhana 
breathes,  he  will  not  allow  the  wicked  self-styled  gang  of  five 
Pandavas  to  even  touch  the  sacred  ancient  throne  of  the  Kauravas, 
even  if  he  has  to  move  earth  and  heaven  for  it 

And  that,  Kama,  is  why  I  have  drawn  you  so  close  to  me  This 
decision  I  made  on  the  memorable  day  of  the  competition 
It  was  for  this  reason  only  that  I  made  illustrious  Kama  the  king 
of  Anga  in  front  of  the  huge  assembled  populace  By  doing  so,  I 
ensured  his  loyalty  to  me  Kama  is  the  only  warnor  who  can  better 
Arjuna  and  who  is  supreme  on  account  of  his  innumerable  virtues 
He  made  this  amply  clear  in  the  arena  That  day,  if  Bhima  had  not 
stood  up  and  butted  in  with  his  remarks  on  Kama’s  lineage, 
then — then  Arjuna  would  have  had  no  position  left  m  this  world 
Kama  would  have  made  short  shnft  of  him  in  the  duel.  That  is  why 
Kama’s  sunflower-like  golden-yellow  glistening  body  has  become 
my  impenetrable  shield  At  the  nght  lime  I  will,  cleverly,  place 
him  in  front  of  me  Really,  he  is  a  little  naive  He  is  prepared  to 
give  up  his  life  for  anyone  whom  he  treats  as  his  own  And  he  now 
considers  me  his  own  ‘Crazy  Kama’  There  is  a  shining  ruby 
embedded  in  the  crown  of  prestige  which  I  have  lovingly  placed  on 
your  head  by  making  you-lhe  sovereign  ruler  of  Anga — I  havr 
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made  you  see  the  significance  of  this  But  it  is  not  really  a  ruby — it 
IS  a  pulsating  ember  It  is  the  ember  of  your  naive  trust  in  me  You 
have  accepted  it  on  your  head  with  love  I  have  placed  it  there  with 
my  own  hands  ’ 

3 


Though  Kama  was  indeed  on  my  side,  I  couldn’t  afford  to  give 
up  my  distrust  of  the  Pandavas  The  horrific  deeds  of  Arjuna  and 
Bhima  in  the  arena  on  the  last  occasion  had  robbed  me  of  my 
sleep 

That  huge  hulk  of  a  Bhima  had  lifted  my  dear  Duhshasana  in  the 
ist  ight  high  up  m  the  air  and  dashed  him  on  the  ground  with  the 
ferocity  of  a  washerman  thumping  clothes  on  stone  And  m  the 
mace-arena  Bhima  pounced  on  me  like  a  voracious  lion  Chhee' 
Until  the  Pandava  thorn  is  fully  plucked  out,  no  Kaurava  can  live 
anything  to  achieve  this,  and  I  will 
si^^cceed  ^  *‘"’P'«  •  will  get  calm  of  mind  only  if  I 

wav  hpo" '  Pandavas  in  too  obvious  a 

w^fkinfraV  brothers  was  like  a  united  range  of 

po  e  c^areasf  singleness  of  pur- 

had  to  far  “  Powerful  king  of  the  forest  And  here  I 

whv  1  dtiriJn  ?  =>''  That  is 

Instead  of  f  ^  order  to  pluck  out  the  thorn 

Instead  of  fraud  it  might  be  more  appropriate  to  say  ‘  expedi- 

cat^d  wo“rd  •  U  ‘>5'  “nd  sophisti- 

But  he  had  one^riP  discussed  this  with  Kama 

wa  rmrs  n  a  '  will  take  on  all  five 

Them  bu  I  L  no,  ‘  banana  pulp  out  of 

mem,  out  i  am  not  prepared  to  ii^i»  ,,^e  .  ,J. 

wa^^b^ ”  Bu?!*  ne^r 
LTmt'e  lor'cla"  P  T“‘  >bnU  Lt‘ VatJ 

H  I  '^bom  he  once  calls  his  own, 

he  makes  his  own  for  ever  He  had  won  over  the  hearts  of  the 
multitudes  of  the  capital  with  h.s  captivating  virtues,  his  Lost 
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powerful  and  attractive  virtue  being  his  irresistible  personality  To 
have  him  face  you  was  like  receiving  an  endless  stream  of  radiant 
energy  Why  this  was  so,  is  impossible  to  explain  A  brief  look  at  his 
blue  eyes  made  even  the  cerulean  sky  fade  Sometimes,  we  met 
accidentally  on  the  steps  of  the  palace  when  he  returned  from  his 
ablutions  in  the  Ganga  I  shall  never  forget  in  all  my  life  his 
appearance  at  that  time  Some  pure  drops  of  the  sacred  Ganga, 
almost  as  if  by  mistake,  clung  to  his  wet  golden  hair,  they  shone  like 
dewdrops  on  sunflowers  blossoming  in  a  garden  His  gently  swaying 
flesh-ear-nngs,  his  imposing  forehead,  his  sharp  pointed  nose,  his 
cheeks  red  like  palasha  flowers,  his  striking  golden  eyebrows 
reaching  up  to  his  ears,  his  arms  like  elephant  trunks,  his  symmetri¬ 
cally  shaped  calves,  his  heaving  chest  resembling  the  shell  of  a 
massive  tortoise  in  the  waters  of  the  Ganga,  his  neck  strong  and 
round  like  a  quiver,  hts  shoulders  solid  like  a  bull’s,  and  his  round, 
extraordinarily  round,  sun-like  face  which  imparted  splendour  to 
his  entire  frame — I  had  never  seen  a  personality  so  impressive  and 
magnetic  in  all  Hastmapura  He  was  a  man  of  few  words,  but  his 
silence  was  itself  eloquent  When  he  spoke,  his  voice  was  as 
resonant  as  two  maces  clashing  After  Grandsire  Bhishma,  Kama 
came  next  in  my  appreciation — on  account  of  his  voice 

Whenever  he  smiles  while  talking,  his  golden-shining  teeth  stand 
out,  and  1 

I’  I  forget  the  gross  mdifference  I  received  from  Guru  Drona,  I 
forget  the  insults  of  Bhima  and  Arjuna,  I  forget  the  hundreds  of  arrow- 
pomts  that  continually  pierce  the  lonely  comer  of  my  heart  I  forget  the 
fact  that  I  am  the  Crown  Pnnce  of  the  Kauravas,  I  forget  the  fact  that  I 
am  going  to  be  tomorrow  the  anointed  Emperor  of  Hastmapura  Only 
one  thought  keeps  buzzing  in  my  head  “Is  Kama  really  a  chanoteer’s 
son*^  Is  It  possible  that  a  handsome  and  enchantmg  person  can  be  bom 
m  an  impovenshed  chanoteer’s  hut*^  Is  Kama  really  low-bom'^”  And 
my  mind  replies  firmly,  “Kama  is  not  a  chanoteer’s  son  Kama  is  a 
treasure-house  of  energy  How  can  a  treasure  house  of  energy  have  its 
source  in  a  cave  of  darkness*^  He  must  be  the  excellent,  dynamic, 
patient  son  of  an  lUustnous  raja  He  must  be  a  Kshatnya  And  that  is 
why  I  pubhcly  appomted  him  the  Raja  of  Anga  Could  Duryodhana  be 
so  foolish  as  to  select  a  twister  of  horse-tails  and  a  whipper  of  horse¬ 
backs — an  insignificant  charioteer — and  brmg  him  mto  the  magni¬ 
ficent  royal  hall  of  the  Kauravas  as  an  emperor*^  And  hand  over  the 
respected  crown  of  Anga  to  him'^ 
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Kama  has  always  appeared  to  me  as  my  unfailing  ultimate 
weapon  Until  the  right  time  comes,  I  will  not  make  use  of  him 
Kama  is  the  guarantee  of  Duryodhana’s  safety  So  long  as  Kama 
lives,  Duryodhana  is  invincible  That  is  why  I  have  decided  to 
adopt  a  unique  course  of  action  concerning  the  Pandavas  which 
will  not  involve  Kama  at  all  Last  night  I  gave  a  strong  warning  to 
my  revered  father,  Maharaja  Dhntarashtra 


He  really  does  believe  that  gang  of  five  brothers  to  be  the  sons 
of  his  brother  I  have  clearly  explained  to  him  that  they  are  not  the 
sons  of  Maharaja  Pandu,  that,  indeed,  the  untimely  end  of 
Maharaja  Pandu  was  very  likely  brought  about  by  the  wiles  of 
these  five  How  difficult  it  was  to  get  him  to  swallow  these  truths! 
He  had  one  fixed  notion  “Queen  Mother  Kunti  will  never  lie  out 
of  greed  for  the  kingdom  If  what  you  say  is  true,  she  would  never 
have  set  foot  m  this  capital  ”  My  revered  father  is  eminently 
simplistic  Out  of  greed  for  a  kingdom,  men  will  at  most  go  so  far 
as  to  declare  war,  kill  each  other,  place  their  heads  as  sacrifice  at 
the  altar  of  the  goddess  of  war— but  as  for  women'?— 
Women  out  of  greed  for  a  kingdom  even  go  to  the  extent  of 
destroying  that  very  kingdom,  even  reducing  it  to  ashes  Everyone 
says  that  woman  is  the  wonder  product  of  the  Creator,  she  is  the 
upholder  of  human  prestige,  the  embodiment  of  beauty,  the  last 
word  m  tenderness,  the  pinnacle  of  love,  but  I  think  this  is  all  a 
pack  of  lies  A  man  can  become  cruel  at  times,  but  there  is  a  limit 
to  his  cruelty,  because  his  cruelty  is  usually  directed  against  a 
particular  individual  But  once  a  woman  decides  to  harden  her 
\  H  ^  extent  of  flouting  many  externally 

Si  of  dignified  behaviour  If  this  were  not  so,  why 

nrenirei  “"'^'’ing  that  my  father  IS 

fhi  sins  to  believe  that  the  Pandavas  ate 

iis  iiit,  '  ‘twate  of  IS  the  fact  that 

his  nephews  are  sparks  of  a  m.ghty  fire,  the  reason  being  that  he, 
being  Sigh  less,  never  actually  saw  the  horrendous  exploits  of 
Bhima  and  Arjuna  Sometimes  ignorance  is  indeed  bliss  Wasn’t 

i  i  “ttothing  like  this’  Let  him 

think  what  he  likes,  I  am  not  going  to  take  it  lying  down  Time  is  no 
ones  servant  Tomorrow  these  same  Pandavas  will  become 
fiercely  powerful,  and  then  Duryodhana,  like  Maharaja  Pandu, 
will  have  to  scurry  into  exile  with  his  brothers,  wearing  a  single 
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cloth,  satchel  m  hand  That’s  why  I  had  to  convince  my  father  last 
night  that  the  persons  he  thought  were  Pandu’s  sons  were  not  his 
brother’s  children  at  all 

There  are  times  when  one  has  to  put  aside  thoughts  of  kinship 
and  speak  to  one’s  near  and  loved  ones  m  language  that  is  not  very 
pleasing  Life  bnngs  success  only  ^o  those  who  perform  their  duty 
with  determination 

With  the  help  of  noble  Kanak  I  had  succeeded  last  night  m 
completely  changing  the  Maharaja’s  mind  The  minister  Kanak 
has  become  my  guru  since  last  night  What  persuasive  arguments 
he  came  up  with  before  the  Maharaja’  Any  raja  desinng  immense 
power  and  fame  will  do  well  to  study  thoroughly  the  precepts  laid 
down  in  The  Code  of  Kanak 

At  first  the  words  of  noble  Kanak  appeared  strange,  but  after  I 
had  given  them  serious  thought  I  realised  how  practical  and  jjower- 
ful  they  were  I  had  never  heard  such  insightful  precepts  before  I 
liked  them  That  is  why  I  have  accepted  as  my  guru  the  finest  of 
political  philosophers,  the  cunning  minister  Kanak  The 
Maharaja,  through  an  attendant,  summoned  Kanak  to  his  palace 
yesterday  As  soon  as  Kanak  entered,  the  Maharaja  said  to  him, 
“Noble  Kanak,  I  will  ask  you  a  question  Think  well  before  you 
answer  it  My  eldest  son  Duryodhana  keeps  repeating  these  days 
that  the  Pandavas  are  not  Pandu’s  sons  The  Pandavas  in  the 
meanwhile  grow  from  strength  to  strength  Is  there  a  grain  of  truth 
m  what  Duryodhana  says’’  I  want  your  straight  and  clear  opinion  ” 

Noble  Kanak  pranama-ed  the  Maharaja  and  replied  gravely, 
“Maharaja,  you  want  my  straight  and  clear  opinion,  but  it  may  not 
please  you  ” 

“Why  do  you  say  this,  noble  Kanak’’  If  you  haven’t  yet  realised 
that  Maharaja  Dhntarashtra  is  able  to  swallow  the  bitterest  truth, 
then  ’’ 

“It’s  not  that.  Maharaja  Since  you  wish  to  hear  me,  please 
listen  A  faithful  servant  always  desires  his  master’s  welfare  I  am 
such  a  faithful  servant  That  is  why  I  speak  straight  words  to  you 
Please  do  not  take  them  otherwise,  and  please  do  not  have  any 
wrong  ideas  about  me 

“Maharaja,  a  man  should  always  stand  firm  by  his  own  efforts 
The  world  fears  only  those  who  arc  unshakably  strong  That  is  why 
all  deeds  have  to  be  performed  from  a  position  of  strength  alone 
Never  let  anyone  in  on  the  weaknesses  of  your  kingdom — let  this 
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be  your  main  aim.  Every  enemy  will  exploit  your  weakness.  Dis¬ 
cover  your  enemy’s  weakness,  use  it  to  advantage,  and  attack 
first;  or  else  you  will  repent.  Draw  your  limbs  in  like  a  tortoise  and 
wanly  extend  your  neck  to  know  the  lay  of  the  land.  Never  criticise 
uselessly.  Never  expose  your  true  nature  to  anyone,  certainly  not 
to  any  official  employed  by  you.  Prefer  to  keep  your  eyes  closed  if 
that  is  called  for,  and  open  them  only  when  they  have  the  power  to 
destroy  the  world.  Ears,  eyes,  and  mouth — these  are  in  your 
control — so  don't  indulge  them  excessively.  And  remember  that 
one’s  hands  are  also  one’s  senses.  These  hands  have  been  given  to 
us  by  nature  so  that,  whenever  required,  we  use  them  to  cover 
ears,  eyes,  and  mouth.  Even  if  an  enemy  is  feeble,  don’t  underesti¬ 
mate  him.  The  palmyra  is  a  small  plant,  but  in  no  time  at  all  it 
shoots  straight  up  to  the  sky.  The  nutmeg  fruit  never  grows  on  a 
castor-oil  plant.  A  spark  is  infinitesimal  but  it  can  create  a  conflag¬ 
ration.  If  you  spare  a  baby  snake,  don’t  think  it  will  forget  to  sting 
when  It  grows  up  No  matter  how  weak  and  small  an  enemy  is,  he 
will  exact  a  heav^  toll  m  the  end.  Even  if  such  an  enemy  professes 
gentle  humility  for  any  reason,  don’t  be  taken  in  by  his  crocodtle 
tears.  Despatch  instantly  to  the  realm  of  Yama  any  impassioned 
enemy  out  to  do  mischief.  Coneitinlmn  winnlnn  rtu„r  hu  DlflS. 
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placed  excessive  trust.  See  that  spies  are  located  in  your  kingdom 
and  your  enemy’s  kingdom.  It  is  not  enough  to  have  an  espionage 
system;  it  is  necessary  for  the  king  to  become  a  spy  himself  and  see 
that  the  espionage  system  is  working.  The  spies  planted  in  other 
kingdoms  should  be  atheists,  unmarried,  and  liars.  Such  spies  do 
not  betray  their  country  out  of  fear  of  divine  punishment  or 
because  they  are  emotionally  attached  to  their  families.  Loyal  and 
brave  spies  should  be  stationed  in  public  parks,  prayer  halls, 
drinking  houses,  roads,  pilgrimage  spots,  crossroads,  meeting 
places,  oases.  Never  forget  that  a  spy  is  a  mobile  stockade  around 
a  fertile  and  prosperous  nation.  A  nation  should  be  like  a  tree — a 
tree  with  beautiful  flowers  but  no  fruits.  Or  if  there  are  fruits, 
there  should  be  thorns  aplenty  as  well  to  prevent  hands  from 
grabbing  them.  And  as  for  the  fruits,  they  should  look  ripe  though 
unripe,  so  that  eating  them  will  cause  anyone  indigestion.  The 
basic  point  is  that  no  one  should  ever  get  to  know  the  full  truth 
about  a  kingdom.  Announce  the  defence  of  national  dharma  only 
when  you  are  able  to  defend  it,  because  truth  is  the  slave  of  wealth 
and  dharma  is  the  slave  of  power.  Whatever  a  wealthy  man  says  is 
accepted  as  truth — and  if  it  isn’t  accepted  as  truth,  he  knows  of 
ways  to  get  it  so  accepted.  The  dharma  of  those  who  are  physically 
powerful  is  considered  the  best — and  if  not,  they  know  of  powerful 
means  to  make  it  so.  Truth  and  dharma  are  slaves  that  stand  with 
supplicating  hands  at  the  doors  of  wealth  and  power.  If  after  a 
peace  treaty  with  an  enemy,  a  peison  becomes  smugly  self-satis* 
fled,  consider  him  to  be  a  man  sleeping  atop  a  tall  tree.  Only  when 
he  falls  do  his  eyes  open,  or  let  us  say  they  do  not  open  at  all.  The 
reason  is  that  a  treaty  is  never  a  total  victory.  A  treaty  is  simply  an 
acknowledgment  in  writing  that  a  compromise  has  been  made. 
Therefore,  rather  than  signing  to  such  a  compromise,  it  is  better  to 
defeat  an  enemy  when  he  is  at  a  certain  disadvantage,  such  as  a 
weakened  army,  or  geographical  circumstances  in  one’s  favour, 
epidemics  ravaging  the  army  of  one’s  foe,  depiction  of  his  food 
resources,  or  a  collapse  of  his  army’s  morale.  If  such  conditions  arc 
not  available,  steps  should  be  taken  to  create  such  conditions  in 
order  to  rout  him.  A  raja  should  alwa>'s  keep  these  life  objectives 
in  mind  and  act  in  accordance  with  them.  If  for  any  reason  he  is 
unable  to  do  so.  the  advice  of  the  sacred  scriptures  is:  Transfer 
your  royal  authority  to  the  hands  of  a  competent  and  dutiful 
regent,  smear  ash  on  your  body,  and  immediately  proceed  to 
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vanaprastha,  the  last  renunciatory  stage  of  human  life  A  raja’s  life 
IS  not  intended  to  be  spent  only  m  relishing  exquisite  cuisine, 
strutting  about  in  flamboyant  zan  dresses,  and  roaming  in  the 
royal  chariot  with  a  golden  crown  adorning  his  head  For  a  raja, 
and  for  the  kingdom,  peasants  who  grow  rich  harvests  by  the  sweat 
of  their  brow  in  the  sun-scorched  fields  are  not  felons  meant  for 
forced  labour  The  soldiers  who  fearlessly  nsk  their  lives  for  the 
defence  of  their  country  and  the  enhancement  of  its  glory,  like  the 
silk-cotton  plant  scattering  its  wealth,  are  surely  not  madmen  The 
red  nchness  of  their  blood  gives  a  shining  magniHcence  to  the 
nation,  their  flesh  is  the  fertiliser  of  the  national  tree,  whose 
delicious  fruits  are  relished  by  king  and  subjects  alike  What  kind 
of  raja  is  he,  and  what  kind  of  kingdom  is  he  ruling,  who  cannot  be 
loyal  to  such  sweat  and  such  blood‘d  Maharaja,  I  say  this  after 
much  deep  thought  this  is  the  bitter  truth,  and  truth  does  not  exist 
by  anyone  s  permission  nor  does  it  change  because  anyone  wants  it 
to  change  It  was  not  possible  for  me  to  remain  silent,  which  is  why 
I  am  saying  all  this  today  There’s  no  great  wisdom  in  repenting 
after  the  birds  have  despoiled  your  field  You  are  the  greatest  of 
the  Kauravas,  which  is  why  I  give  free  rein  to  my  tongue  The  love 
of  the  Kauravas  for  truth  is  extolled  all  over  Aryavarta  You  are 
free  to  decide  exactly  as  you  wish  It  is  my  determined  faith  that 
Time  is  the  ultimate  and  unprejudiced  arbiter  of  all  human  deeds 
You  will  find  answers  to  all  your  problems  m  this  advice  I  have 
given  ” 

Kanak  bowed  his  head,  pranama-ed  and,  like  a  musth  elephant, 
shawl,  strode  slowly  and  majestically  out  of  the 

In  the  distance  a  lapwing’s  scream  could  be  heard  in  the  direc¬ 
tion  of  the  Ganga  It  pierced  my  ears  For  an  instant  I  thought, 
Lapwmgt  A  tiny  creature— yet  how  sharp  and  insistent  its  calf  It 
seems  to  tear  the  place  apart'” 

I  was  delighted  by  Kanak’s  words  According  to  his  advice,  even 
the  smallest  enemy  should  not  be  ignored  I  accepted  this  wisdom 
and,  inspired  by  it,  I  planned  the  incineration  of  the  Pandavas  in 
the  forest  of  Varanavata  A  man’s  mind  is  like  a  wolf  A  wolf 
never  cares  for  the  feelings  of  the  lamb  when  crunching  the  lamb’s 
neck  His  bushy  tail  remains  erect  and  proud  Did  any  lamb  ever 
have  such  a  taiP  No  one  gets  anywhere  without  trampling  some¬ 
one,  no  matter  how  much  he  boasts  of  his  self-control  and  alle¬ 
giance  to  dharma 
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I  unfolded  my  plan  of  burning  the  Pandavas  alive  in  secret  to  my 
trusted  assistant  Purochana  He  was  ready  to  sacnfice  even  his  life 
for  me  Who  but  the  fire-god  Agm  could  digest  the  sms  of  the 
Pandavas*^  Black  Arjuna’s  caustic  tongue,  constantly  blabbenng  in 
front  of  Guru  Drona,  would  crackle  in  the  fire  and  become  ashy 
rubbish  And  intoxicated  Bhima*s  strong,  muscular  arms  would 
bum  like  logs  of  wood  And  the  widowed  woman  who  desired  to 
become  Maharani  Kunti  would  become  the  Maharant  of  Heaven 
m  those  lapping  flames  Only  after  Purochana  completed  his  task 
in  the  inflammable  hut  m  the  forest  of  Varanavata  would  the 
fifteen-year  old  fire  m  my  heart  finally  get  extinguished  Only  the 
fires  of  revenge  have  the  power  to  quench  the  fires  of  hatred  That 
is  why  Purochana  kept  dancing  in  front  of  my  eyes  I  could  see  his 
unswerving  loyalty  for  me  m  the  subtle  look  in  his  narrow  eyes 

4 


After  meeting  me,  Purochana  made  his  way  to  Varanavata  I 
told  him  to  be  as  careful  as  he  could  1  advised  him  to  hold  his 
breath  at  the  time  of  setting  fire  to  the  lac  house,  because  Arjuna, 
with  his  eyes  closed,  by  shooting  at  breath-sound  only,  would  kill 
him  Placing  his  palm  on  a  flaming  stone  lamp,  he  vowed  himself 
to  secrecy — that  no  one  would  get  even  the  slightest  inkling  of 
what  I  was  planning  One  might  ask  why  he  was  so  eager  to  do  this 
even  at  the  nsk  of  his  life  Simply  because  he  happened  to  be  one 
of  the  ministers  m  the  Kaurava  Counal-of-Eight?  Of  course  not 
Who’s  prepared  to  do  such  a  task  except  for  selfish  reasons'^  I  had 
assured  him  that  after  he  fulfilled  his  mission  1  would  make  him 
the  chief  minister  in  office  Vnshavarman,  was  no  belter  than  a 
decrepit  camel  He  wouldn’t  go  ahead  himself  and  he  wouldn’t  let 
his  fnends  and  travel-companions  go  ahead,  either  And,  after  all, 
hasn’t  politics  always  been  a  sort  of  oasis’^  Pul  old  and  disintegra- 
Ung  specimens  in  it,  and  you  can  be  sure  no  progress  will  ever  be 
made  I’ll  see  to  it  that  old  Vnshavarman  gets  nicely  retired  His 
trembling  neck  bows  before  the  Pandavas  and  bnngs  dishonour  on 
the  Kauravas  I II  sec  that  he  gets  replaced  by  Purochana  Seven¬ 
teen  years  of  continuous  cxpcncncc  has  taught  me  one  lesson  only 
too  well — in  politics  we  need  to  have  energetic  >oung  blood  that 
secs  bc>ond  the  horizon  I  needed  a  profound  and  determined 
chief  minister  like  Purochana 
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1  heaved  a  sigh  of  happiness  when  he  left  Hastinapura  for 
Varanavata  From  my  window  I  saw  him  leave  and  1  surmised  that 
the  instant  Purochana  reached  the  outer  gates  of  the  palace  he 
would  chance  on  Kama,  returning  after  his  morning  ablutions  in 
the  Ganga  Who  knows  what  Purochana,  flustered  by  Kama’s 
imposing  looks,  might  blurt  out  in  case  Kama  questioned  him,  so  1 
instructed  my  attendant  Prabhanjana  to  hurry  and  bring  Kama 
back  on  a  pretext  of  extreme  urgency  Kama  would  never  agree  to 
any  plan  to  incinerate  anyone  He  would  pack  up  and  leave  with 
his  parents  for  Champanagan — 1  was  sure  of  that  His  life  was  like 
an  arrow  aimed  by  an  ideal  archer — it  followed  a  straight  course, 
as  unswerving  as  one’s  nose 

In  no  time  at  all  Prabhanjana  was  standing  m  front  of  Kama  and 
he  cleverly  saw  to  it  that  Purochana  would  not  have  to  face  the 
ordeal  of  a  questioning  by  Kama  Purochana  drove  away,  without 
once  looking  back  Like  an  unobstructed  ocean  breeze 

In  Varanavata  he  would  constract  a  small  hut  whose  inflam¬ 
mable  walls  would  be  coated  with  a  resinous  mixture  of  hemp,  tar, 
dry  wood,  and  lac  A  lovely  hut,  an  enchanting  hut,  with  a  roof  of 
dried  bamboo  On  a  request  from  Maharaja,  the  mean  Pandavas 
and  their  doting  mother  would  go  to  Varanavata  on  a  pleasure 
trip,  and  spend  the  night  in  the  exquisite  abode  constructed  by 
Purochana  Their  tinng  travel  by  foot  would  ensure  that  the  six 
dropped  off  into  a  deep  sleep  It  was  Purochana’s  job  to  see  that 
that  sleep  become  a  sleep  with  no  waking  At  midnight,  while  they 
slumbered,  he  would  set  the  hut  on  fire  All  the  doors  of  the  lac 
hut  would  be  bolted  from  outside  There  was  no  way  the  Pandavas 
could  escape  from  the  lapping  flames  which,  soaring  fiercelyt 
would  take  the  six  sleepers  with  them  to  high  heaven  Like  agoni¬ 
sing  serpents  trapped  in  a  flaming  hole,  the  Pandavas  would  suffo¬ 
cate  and  perish  and  become  ashes 

I  gave  Purochana  a  special  order  when  he  was  leaving  After  the 
Idc  hut  had  been  consumed,  he  was  to  drag  wicked  Bhima’s 
charred  corpse  from  the  ashy  rubble,  cut  off  the  small  finger  of  his 
right  hand,  and  bring  it  to  me  That  wild  porcine  creature’s  corpse 
would  stand  out  even  in  a  clutter  of  tb  osands  of  dead  bodies  I 
would  stuff  the  cut  finger  in  a  small  silver  amulet  and  wear  it  on  my 
left  arm  Whenever  my  left  hand  brushed  my  chest,  that  little 
amulet  would  assure  my  heart,  afraid  of  wild  beasts,  that  Bhima’s 
corpse  was  rotting  in  the  forest  of  Varanavata 
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Bhima,  you  who  mercilessly  swung  your  mace  over  my  back  m 
the  competition  arena,  did  you  realise  that  life  is  also  a  big  mace 
arena"^  Here  also  one  has  to  whirl  the  mace  around — and  funously 
too  It’s  not  a  straight  chanot  race,  you  can  be  sure  of  that 
I  know  everyone  will  say  how  cruel  lam  All  I  want  to  tell  them 
is  that  Guru  Drona  preferred  Arjuna  out  of  hundreds  of  warnors, 
and  boosted  him  up  to  the  skies — and  wasn’t  this  mental  cruelty’ 
Who  will  describe  the  Bhima  who  dunked  four  of  my  brothers 
simultaneously  under  the  nver  waters  as  particularly  gentle’  And 
was  Acharya  Knpa,  who  m  the  arena  mocked  Kama’s  birth  as 
low,  not  cmel’  And  the  countless  citizens  of  Hastmapura,  who  at 
one  moment  cned  up  Kama  as  the  raja  of  Anga  and  the  next 
moment  ran  him  down  as  the  son  of  a  chanoteer,  were  they  not 
cmel  too’  Who  will  give  satisfactory  answers  to  these  questions’ 
That’s  why  I  say  that  you  can  beat  the  dram  of  pity,  forgiveness 
and  peace  as  much  as  you  like,  but  there’s  a  streak  of  innate 
cruelty  m  every  man  I  consider  myself  fortunate  to  get  this  chance 
of  using  my  cruel  streak  to  reduce  the  wicked  bunch  of  Pandavas 
to  ashes 

Ashvatthaman  says  that  one  day  the  world  is  going  to  be  beauti¬ 
ful  and  perfect  I  don’t  have  an  iota  of  faith  in  his  words  If  what  he 
says  IS  true,  that  the  world  is  moving  to  perfection,  well,  I  was 
helping  to  make  it  so,  in  a  manner  of  speaking  The  Pandavas  are 
not  the  sons  of  Pandu,  if,  after  knowing  this,  I  allow  them  to 
remain  alive,  wouldn’t  that  be  a  slur  on  the  noble  name  of  my 
uncle?  That  was  why  I  employed  my  minister  Purochana  to  per¬ 
form  the  pure  deed  of  burning  them  alive 
Was  It  something  wrong  I  had  done’ 

And  so  one  day  the  Maharaja  spread  a  net  of  sweet  words  and 
sent  Kunti  and  her  five  sons  on  an  outing  in  the  forest  of  Varana- 
vata  The  detractors  who  condemned  Dhntarashtra  as  bhnd  had 
no  idea  that  his  tongue  substituted  for  his  eyes  I  had  seen  for 
myself  how  he  used  his  sweet  diplomatic  speech  to  solve  political 
problems  He  convinced  the  Pandavas  with  his  honeyed  jicrsuasive 
technique  that  going  to  Varanavata  was  just  the  nght  thing  for 
them  to  do  at  that  time 

And  It  was  going  to  turn  out  to  be  a  real  “outing”  for  ihcm, 
indeed!  An  ouung  m  heaven  is  extremely  salubnous  for  eatth- 
dwcUers— at  least,  that’s  what  all  the  ruhis  and  great  poets  say 
My  throbbing  mind  will  find  peace  only  when  ihosc  five  banyan 
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trees  are  reduced  to  ashes  Some  say  the  mind  is  a  fragrant  flower, 
others  compare  it  to  an  enchanting  nppling  nver,  others  describe  it 
as  a  calm  blue  sky,  and  still  others  are  convinced  it  is  the  refulgent 
manifestation  of  divinity  But  no  learned  man  has  ever  described 


the  mind  under  the  influence  of  a  burning  revengefulness  Its 
fragrance  then  is  so  powerfully  sweet  that  it  can  reduce  a  man  to 
stupor,  because  it  exhales  a  poisonous  sweetness  It  can  then  also 
be  likened  to  a  nver — not  a  nver  calm  and  smooth,  but  a  foaming 
rushing  torrent  that  erodes  its  banks,  and  dnves  everything  to  an 
inexorable  final  doom  A  revenge-ndden  mind  is  also  like  the  sky, 
but  not  a  calm  blue  sky,  rather,  a  sky  overcast  with  thick  storm 
clouds,  flashing  with  intermittent  streaks  of  lightning  A  revenge- 
ndden  mind  IS  also  a  bnght  light,  but  not  a  hght  glowing  softly, 
rather,  a  hght  incandescently  aflame 


From  my  childhood  1  had  chafed  under  the  greatness  of  the 
Pandavas  During  our  mace  training  Bhima  used  to  beat  me  with 
the  merciless  fury  of  a  peasant  belabounng  a  bullock  The  lotus 
petals  of  my  life  were  ground  to  pulp  under  his  feet  every  second 
All  that  remained  was  the  stem  I  was  a  Crown  Pnnce  after  all,  I 
had  a  mind  too,  I  had  feelings  also  But  that  savage  Bhima  had 
reduced  my  self  esteem  to  dust  Duryodhana  became  what  he  is  in 
the  process  of  collecting  the  scattered  fragments  of  his  life’s  petals 
Nobody  tned  to  understand  this  simple  truth  I  never  had  for  the 
Pandavas  even  the  basic  human  feelings  that  every  human  being 
has  for  another  And  why  should  I’  That  wild  boar  Bhima  always 
boasted  of  how  he  could  push  others  around  He  had  dashed  me  to 
the  ground  any  number  of  times  On  the  day  of  the  competition  he 
a  haughtily  ordered  Kama,  Go,  do  your  family  thing — ^go  whip 
the  horses  and  massage  them  ”  Who  did  he  think  Kama  was’- 
grass  to  trample  under  his  feet’  That  stupid,  wicked  elephant 
brother  of  the  Pandavas  had  unwittingly  or  otherwise  fanned  the 
fires  of  hatred  between  the  Pandavas  and  the  Kauravas  It  never 
occurred  to  him  that  when  the  right  time  comes  even  a  tiny  ant  can 
despatch  an  elephant  to  the  portals  of  heaven  A  small  spark  can 
make  ashes  out  of  a  sprawling  forest  A  single  black  cloud  can 
briefly  blot  out  the  entire  sun  It  is  futile  for  any  man  to  think  that 
he  IS  the  only  strong  man  m  the  world  I  would  show  pompous 
Bhima  the  tmth  of  that  statement  If  I  wasn’t  able  to  show  it  to  him 
by  my  physical  strength,  I  would  employ  wealth  and  intelligence  to 
prove  my  point  That  was  why  I  sent  off  Purochana  to  Varanavata 
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with  clear  instructions  It  is  essential  to  have  such  assistants  in  the 
business  of  ruling  Without  assistants,  a  government  is  like  a  trunk 
without  a  head 

My  attention  was  focused  on  one  thing  only — what  news 
Purochana  would  bring  No  beloved  ever  waited  for  her  lover  with 
the  ardour  with  which  I  kept  my  eyes  open  for  the  return  of 
Purochana  He  would  be  successful — naturally  My  henchmen 
were  not  an  incompetent  lot 

5 


Wah^  Wah^  Purochana*  You  have  done  your  Maharaja  proud* 
In  no  time  at  all  your  messenger  was  standing  in  front  of  me  with 
savage  Bhima’s  charred  and  sliced  small  finger  Your  loyalty  to 
your  master  is  amazing  The  joy  I  expenenced  seeing  this  scorched 
chopped  off  finger  will  not  be  equalled  even  by  the  blended  lustral 
waters  of  all  the  sacred  rivers  of  pilgnmage  of  Aryavarta  pouring 
m  my  cupped  palm  after  I  am  crowned  Kaja  of  the  Kauravas  O 
Purochana,  what  no  one  could  accomplish  by  strength  you  have 
achieved  by  cunning  You  have  burnt  Bhima  as  one  burns  grass — 
and  Bhiraa  was  one  who  didn't  fear  even  lions'  As  1  gazed  at  the 
messenger  who  brought  me  news  from  Purochana,  an  image 
flashed  in  front  of  me  How  did  the  Pandavas  perish*^  Like  sweet 
potatoes  boiling  in  water*^  Or  like  sanctified  twigs  crumbling  to 
ashes  in  a  flaming  yajna  sacnfice'^  What  ran  through  their  minds  at 
the  time  of  dying'’  I  was  sure  that  they  remembered  me  and  hurled 
abuses  and  curses  at  me  The  scandalous,  so  called  Queen  Mother 
Kunti  must  have  clasped  that  black  skinned  sinful  Arjuna  and 
together  they  must  have  been  reduced  to  ashes  Crazy  female* 
This  IS  the  kingdom  of  the  Kaurava  solar  dynasty  No  prostitute 
dare  loiter  anywhere  near  the  Kaurava  throne  Yesterday  you 
were  the  Queen  Mother  of  the  Kauravas  The  invincible  and 
glorious  sceptre  of  the  Kauravas  bowed  before  you  No  one  was 
aware  of  your  immorality  Knowing  this,  you  shamelessly  had  high 
dreams  of  the  coronation  of  your  sons  But  today — today  you  are 
dust  at  the  feet  of  Death — dust,  and  nothing  else  The  dense  forest 
of  Varanavata  has  become  the  funeral  pyre  of  the  Pandavas  The 
citizens  called  the  Pandavas  lions  Perfect*  The  lions  have  found 
eternal  peace  in  a  forest  And  that  is  why  Varanavata  has  for  me 
become  a  place  of  pilgrimage  The  Pandavas  are  ashes,  and  my 
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always-burning  mind  has  finally  found  repose  But  Purochana  who 
accomplished  all  this  wonder  has  not  returned  Could  it  be  that  he 
also  perished  in  the  lac  hut'’  My  mind  keeps  dinning  into  me  that 
he  must  have  voluntarily  become  a  fiery  sacrifice  to  express  his 
loyalty  to  his  master  In  the  process  of  showing  the  Pandavas  the 
way  to  heaven,  he  probably  had  to  travel  the  fatal  road  himself  as 
well  Go,  Purochana,  with  an  easy  mind  Duryodhana  has  ac¬ 
cepted  the  responsibility  of  looking  after  your  wife  and  all  the 
members  of  your  family 

To  commemorate  your  feat,  I  will  order  a  temple  to  Goddess 
Durga,  the  Slayer-of-the-Antigod,  to  be  constructed  m  Varana- 
vata,  and  have  it  proclaimed  as  a  pilgrimage  spot  'The  day  you 
offered  your  life  in  loyalty  and  departed  from  this  beautiful  world 
will  be  the  occasion  for  a  huge  annual  mela  Go  in  peace  All  the 
people  will  henceforth  remember  that  forest  by  your  name  as 
Purochanaranya 
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renrh^H  ^v"^’  Pandavas  had 

messenger  turned  up  with  the 
afford^  'he  fire  Duryodhana  can 

efficient  f^n  because  there  are  still  loyal  and 

11^1^1  won  had  returned  ahve’- 

ilself  Your  n  embraced  you  warmly  at  the  mam  entrance 

becausi  of  V  ff Simply 

natch  a  fick^rh  d ““'y^dhana  you  took  steps  to  des- 
Nofdfd  voii  si  *■■'''  ®  hary  death 

mvous  news  hv  so  “>  *and  the  ^lend.d, 

seneer  braupM  new  "'^senger  to  your  Raja  When  your  mes- 
Drauoadi  of  the  P*  °  i,*^*  fat'hcoming  svayamvara  of  Pnncess 
Ss  Lncess  n  d  "  happiness  knew  no 

chalas  The  plimn  known  as  Yajnaseni  of  the  Pan- 

of  Raja  Drupada!  I  had  heard 
that  her  body  emanated  fragrance  A  walkingf  breathine  recept¬ 
acle  of  sweet  scent  It  was  said  that  she  was  slightly  dark^coL 
plexioned  She  must  look  like  ihe  dark  but  intoxieatmgly  fmgrant 
variety  of  champak  She  was  born  out  of  the  yajna  sa®cnfice%r- 
orme  y  aja  rupada  in  order  to  obtain  offspring  I  shall  win 
her  in  the  contest  of  the  siayamxara.  and  the  Kauravas  will  form  a 
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blood  alliance  with  the  mighty  kingdom  of  Drupada.  Where  can  a 
jewel  of  Draupadi’s  excellence  shine  except  in  the  royal  crown  of 
Hastinapura?  Had  Purochana  come  personally  with  this  news,  I 
would  have  rewarded  him  with  my  topaz  necklace. 

A  friend  like  Kama,  a  wife  like  Draupadi,  ninetynine  brothers 
as  strong  as'  Duhshasana,  a  sister  like  Duhshali,  a  clever  political 
adviser  like  Uncle  Shakuni,  and  hundreds  of  thousands  of  life- 
sacrificing  soldiers  as  total  in  their  allegiance  as  Purochana — with 
such  assistance  the  kingdom  of  the  Kauravas  would  always  remain 
as  tall  as  the  Himalayas  in  Aryavarta.  I  will  use  all  my  strength  to 
maintain  its  supremacy. 

This  was  my  sweet  dream.  Every  living  being  has  some  sweet 
dream  or  other,  and  tries  all  through  life  to  make  it  real.  I  too  had 
to  make  every  effort  to  materialise  my  dream.  Constant  effort  is 
the  meaning  of  life.  There  is  no  way  to  make  one’s  dreams  come 
true  except  by  unremitting,  persistent  and  continued  effort.  Whole 
kingdoms  are  built  on  such  effort. 

The  massive  boulder  of  the  Pandavas  had  forever  been  removed 
from  my  path.  The  Pandavas  were  no  more.  Why  even  think  of 
them  now?  Memory  breeds  passivity.  I  made  up  my  mind  to  host  a 
huge  feast  on  the  thirteenth  day  after  the  Pandavas’  incineration 
and  commemorate  their  deaths  by  minting  a  royal  coin.  The  pre¬ 
tence  of  official  mourning  was  not  to  my  taste,  so  I  entrusted  that 
to  Uncle  Shakuni.  The  citizens  would  gobble  the  food  and  belch 
the  Pandavas  into  oblivion.  That’s  the  way  a  raja  has  to  behave  all 
the  time.  A  raja’s  life  is  not  all  straight-nose  shooting,  like  an 
arrow.  Sometimes  it  whirls  like  a  mace;  sometimes  it  pierces  from 
the  back  like  a  sword;  sometimes  it  catapults  stones  like  a 
bhushundi. 

Truth  does  not  direct  a  raja’s  deeds;  on  the  contrary,  the  deci¬ 
sion  a  raja  takes  gets  accepted  as  truth  by  society. 

Uncle  Shakuni  transmitted  the  news  of  the  Pandavas’  passing 
away  to  Kama.  I  had  imagined  that  Kama  would  be  delighted,  but 
what  Uncle  reported  to  me  left  me  bewildered.  As  soon  as  he 
heard  that  the  Pandavas  had  died,  Kama  clasped  his  head  in  his 
hands  and  slumped  down.  “Who  killed  them?  Is  there  a  brase 
warrior  bom  who  can  kill  these  five  heroes?  Is  the  Queen  Mother 
Kunti  Devi  safe?"  He  rained  a  volley  of  questions  at  Uncle 
Shakuni.  .  . 

Uncle  replied  calmly,  "It  was  a  tragic  accident,  they  died  m  a 


230 


Mrityunjaya 


forest  fire  in  Varanavata.  One  had  hoped  the  Queen  Mother  Kunti 
Devi  would  at  least  be  spared.  But  what  ate  we  against  the  wiU  of 

the  Creator?”  '  j  n  i 

Hearing  this,  Kama  kept  silent.  Defeated  and  disgusted,  Uncle 
Shakuni  left  the  palace.  Kama  said  not  a  word  to  him,  but  kept 
staring  fixedly  at  the  Ganga  from  his  window. 

I  went  personally  to  meet  him  in  the  evening.  Shon  informed  me 
that,  without  saying  a  word  to  anyone,  he  had  told  Shon  about  his 
decision  and  left  for  Champanagari  alone. 

Which  meant  that  1  would  not  see  him  for  another  fifteen  days  at 
least.  He  would  of  course  return  to  Hastinapura.  What  if  he 
didn’t?  A  doubt  started  buzzing  in  my  head. 

7 


Any  number  of  people  came  to  the  obsequy  feast  of  the 
Pandavas.  I  personally  served,  with  the  expected  formal  grace, 
five  courses  to  everyone.  Some  were  very  upset  when  told  that  the 
Pandavas  had  died.  A  few  burst  into  tears.  And  grieving  others 
started  tolling  on  the  ground  in  front  of  the  wall-painting  of  the 
Queen  Mother  Kunti  Devi.  Hastinapura  is  indeed  populated  by  a 
most  remarkable  crowd  of  blindly  dedicated  hero-worshippers! 
Let  anyone  die,  and  they  start  wailing.  1  sometimes  have  the 
strange  feeling  that  the  holy  river  Ganga  does  not  take  its  source 
from  the  melting  snows  of  the  Himalayas  but  is  fed  by  the  copious 
flow  of  tears  from  weak-willed  people.  Is  a  dead  man  going  to 
return  because  you  weep  and  wail  and  beat  your  breast?  They  all 
sat  there,  crying  profusely.  It’s  absolutely  tme,  the  masses  are 
mad. 

This  incident  once  agnn  brought  home  to  me  the  realisation  that 
Uncle  Shakuni  was  indeed  a  very  clever,  a  wonderfully  wily  pet' 
son.  I  had  already  accepted  him  as  my  adviser,  but  now  I  must 
admit  that  I  had  to  give  him  my  royal  official  approval. 

Saying  “The  Pandavas  ate  no  mote”,  he  coveted  his  eyes  with 
the  end  of  his  shawl  and  added,  “It  is  both  your  misfortune  and 
outs  that  we  have  not  been  able  to  recover  the  corpses  of  the  burnt 
Pandavas  for  purposes  of  ritual  cremation.  It  seems  as  if  those 
pure  souls  did-not  want  our  impure  hands  to  sully  even  their  dead 
bodies."  My  uncle’s  deceitful  words  touched  the  hearts  of  the 
citizens.  “This  feast  has  been  given  for  the  peace  of  the  departed 
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souls  If  you  do  not  partake  of  it,  they  will  never  find  final  peace  ” 
This  statement  left  them  no  choice  Each  citizen  ate  his  fill  My 
uncle  was  like  a  walking  basttka-SiTTow  which  never  failed  Wher¬ 
ever  I  shot.  It  hit  the  target  The  head  of  the  arrow  might  protrude, 
but  the  feathered  part  would  remain  firmly  embedded 
The  Kauravas  were  the  last  to  partake  of  the  funeral  least 
Uncle  also  sat  down  with  us  But  before  I  had  even  begun  to  eat,  a 
messenger  ran  m  with  unbelievable  news  Panting,  he  blurted  out, 
“Maharaja,  in  the  southern  part  of  the  Panchala  kingdom  a 
Brahmin’s  son  has  in  a  duel  pummelled  to  death  with  his  bare  fists 
the  invincible  cannibal  rakshasas  Hidimba  and  Baka  ”  A  doubt 
flashed  through  my  mind — could  it  be  that  Bhima  was  still  alive*^ 
And  I  couldn’t  even  swallow  the  mouthful  I  had  taken  But  I 
pushed  away  the  fearful  thought  from  my  mind,  because  suspicion 
is  like  duba  grass — once  it  takes  root  it  proliferates  into  ventable 
forest  I  fingered  the  Utile  silver  amulet  tied  on  my  arm  and  that 
gave  me  some  consolation  That  amulet  contained  the  sliced 
charred  finger  of  Bhima  sent  to  me  by  Purochana  My  mind 
calmed  down  I  ate  my  fill — and  topped  it  with  a  saffron  scented 
pan 

S 


However  fearless,  I  was  after  all  a  human  being  So  there  were 
times  when  my  mind  was  assailed  with  doubts  of  whether  what  1 
had  done  was  nght  or  wrong  A  man  can  easily  dupe  the  world 
with  the  power  of  intelligence  or  wealth,  but  he  can’t  deceive 
himself  An  image  of  each  individual’s  real  nature  is  always  clearly 
reflected  in  his  mind’s  mirror  Each  person  in  solitude  secs  himself 
in  his  many  forms  in  this  mirror  Sometimes  these  forms  arc  very 
attractive  and  flattenng  And  there  arc  many  occasions  when  one 
feels  It  is  better  for  some  forms  not  to  appear  at  all  Before  the 
doing  of  an  immoral  deed,  there  is  always  an  unnatural  cagcrnccs, 
bom  of  self-importance,  courage  or  cunosily  in  every  person  But 
once  this  eagerness  leads  to  actual  performance  of  the  deed,  then, 
like  an  arrow-picrccd  animal,  the  mind  rushes  here  and  there 
trying  to  find  some  stable  support  or  justification  Some  arc  lucky 
to  get  such  support,  while  others  keep  searching  for  it  in  vain  all 
their  lives 

What  did  I  gain  by  burning  the  Pandavas  alive?  Was  this  a 
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glorious  deed  to  do  for  a  man  who  was  the  Kaurava  Crown  Prince 
and  a  relative  of  Grandsire  Bhishma?  This — and  many  thoughts 

like  it _ disturbed  my  mind.  Has  anyone  ever  taken  kingdom  and 

wealth  with  him  to  the  other  world?  Many  rajas  have  been  born  in 
this  world-conquering  Kaurava  dynasty.  They  fought  wars,  they 
sent  the  Ashvamedha  horse  to  every  nook  and  corner  of  Arya- 
varta,  they  enjoyed  untold  wealth  to  their  heart’s  content, 
but — like  a  child  playing  in  the  dust  who  picks  up  a  toy — a  toy  that 
was  as  dear  as  life  to  him  a  seeond  earlier — and  leaves  it  and 
transfers  his  attention  elsewhere — they,  like  him,  eame  and  de¬ 
parted.  Where?  Where  did  they  come  from?  And  what’s  left  of 
them  in  the  end?  Just  memories.  Good  and  bad  memories,  trivial 
and  profound  memories,  inspiring  ones  and  embarrassing  ones. 
Tomorrow,  when  I  too  am  gone  there  will  be  similar  memories 
about  me.  What  kind  of  memories  exactly?  Supposing  it  comes  to 
light  that  I  had  the  Pandavas  burned  alive?  Chhee\  Nothing  makes 
sense.  My  mind  accused  me,  like  an  angry  scorpion  twisting  its 
sting  on  itself.  My  mind  got  alt  agitated.  The  smiling  faces  of  the 
five  Pandavas  swam  intermittently  in  front  of  my  eyes,  and  I 
became  depressed.  The  mind!  What  if  human  beings  had  no 
minds?  Quite  likely  they  would  have  been  happier.  But  how  could 
this  ever  be?  Man  without  mind — mace  without  handle?  Chheel  So 
what  if  life  without  mind  is  half  life?  At  least  there  won’t  be  all 
these  hassles.  These  and  other  conflicting  thoughts  perplexed  me. 
At  these  times  there  was  only  one  individual  who  brought  a  ray  of 
hope  in  my  life.  Ashvatthaman.  He  was  a  constant  visitor  to  the 
palace,  along  with  Kama.  Seeing  him  and  Kama  together  was  like 
seeing  a  spectacle  of  a  beautiful  temple  beside  the  bank  of  a  large 
river.  Kama,  with  his  handsome,  strong,  golden  body,  the  magnifi¬ 
cent  river;  and  Ashvatthaman,  with  his  gentle  and  peaceful  face, 
the  temple. 

These  memories  of  the  Pandavas  revived  a  dormant  question 
repeatedly  in  me.  “What  is  the  meaning  of  life?’’ 

1  asked  Ashvatthaman,  “Son  of  my  gum,  what  is  life?” 

He  said  calmly,  “King,  what  life  is  can  be  answered  variously. 
But  for  a  Kaurava  hero  like  you,  the  straight  answer  is  that  life  is  a 
sword  sheathed  in  a  scabbard.” 

“Sword  in  scabbard?  How?"  I  asked,  surprised. 

Yes,  king.  A  man’s  body  is  very  much  like  a  scabbard.  And  his 
mind  is  like  the  sharp  sword  that  lies  in  the  scabbard.” 
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“Amazing,  Ashvatthaman  That  is  a  wonderful  way  of  des- 
cnbing  life  ” 

“No,  king  It  IS  far  from  a  perfect  analogy  ” 

“And  the  hilt  of  this  life-shaped  sword  is  the  atman,  I  suppose  ” 

“Atman — ^hilt  of  the  sword*^” 

“Yes  The  atman  is  the  hilt  of  the  life  sword  The  hilt  has  a 
connection  with  the  sword  and  the  scabbard — and  at  the  same  time  it 
has  no  real  connection  too  But  how  is  the  sword  going  to  be  wielded 
without  a  hilt*?  Will  the  scabbard  look  attractive  without  the  hilt‘s 
Without  the  atman,  the  body  and  the  mmd  are  similarly  affected 
Without  the  atman,  the  body  has  no  value,  nor  does  the  mind  ” 

“Tell  me,  Ashvatthaman,  what  happens  to  the  atman  when  the 
body  IS  destroyed'^  In  your  own  language,  what  happens  to  the  hilt 
when  the  scabbard  is  no  more'^”  The  memory  of  the  Pandavas  still 
haunted  me 

“You  are  mistaken,  king  Nothing  happens  to  the  hill  if  the 
scabbard  is  destroyed  Is  the  hilt  ever  inside  the  scabbard*?  If 
inside,  only  the  tip  of  it  is  so  That’s  exactly  how  the  atman 
operates  on  the  territory  of  the  mind  It  is  in  a  way  of  speaking 
inside  the  body,  and  in  another  way  outside  it  In  a  nutshell,  it  is 
like  a  snake  ’’ 

“The  atman  a  snake*?  What  strange  things  you  say  today,  Ashvat- 
thamanl  How  can  the  atman  ever  be  a  snake?” 

“Just  as  a  snake  sloughs  off  its  skin  and  grows  another,  the 
atman  leaves  one  body  and  enters  another,”  Ashvatthaman  re¬ 
plied  serenely  His  large  black  eyes  were  shining  with  self-confi¬ 
dence  He  spoke,  as  it  were,  through  his  eyes  “Don’t  look  so 
surpnsed  What  I  ani  telling  you,  is  true  ” 

My  cunosity  grew  Thinking  that  sooner  or  later  in  the  course  of 
my  questioning  he  would  get  trapped,  I  asked,  “Ashvatthaman, 
you  are  a  brilliant  thinker  to  compare  the  atman  so  well  to  a  snake 
But  this  idea  of  yours  that  the  atman  discards  one  pody  and  enters 
another — are  you  trying  to  tell  me  that  there  is  such  a  thing  as 
reincarnation?” 

“Yes,  king  That  there  is  an  after-life  is  as  true  as  the  fact  that 
you  are  standing  here  in  front  of  me — because  the  consciousness 
that  exists  in  man’s  body  is  immortal  " 

So  Bhima  had  been  re-bom!  A  fearful  worry  gnpped  my  heart  I 
steadied  myself  and  asked,  “So  how  long  wall  this  business  of 
rebirth  continue  and  where  will  the  world  finally  end  up*^" 
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“King,  have  you  ever  seen  ocean  waves'^  Has  anyone  ever 
succeeded  in  counting  them'?  Docs  anyone  know  where  they  come 
from  and  where  they  go"?  Re*binh  is  like  those  waves.” 

“Well,  what  will  be  the  end  of  this  world  then*?” 

“King,  leave  out  the  word  ‘end’  There  is  no  beginning  and  no 
end  where  Time  is  concerned  Time  is  Endless  Kala  Those  who 
believe  that  it  is  Endless  Kala — only  they  can  accept  the  truth  that 
the  atman  is  eternal  and,  being  eternal,  is  immortal  The  birds  and 
beasts,  the  trees  and  creepers,  humans  and  others — their  atman  is 
immortal  ” 

“If  the  atman  is  so  intimately  a  part  of  the  body,  why  do  men  do 
immoral  deeds'?” 

“An  excellent  question,  king  Excellent'  First,  immorality  must 
be  clearly  defined  Immorality  is  a  low  and  imperfect  manifesta¬ 
tion  of  the  atman  When  man  is  unwilling  to  tune  his  mind  to  the 
eternal  harmony  inside  his  body,  out  of  this  discordance  emerges 
the  low  and  imperfect  manifestation  I  am  referring  to  The  world 
has  a  word  for  thiSs  immorality  ” 

“Is  pleasure  also  immorality'?” 

Never  If  that  were  so,  man  would  never  have  received  the  gift 
of  his  five  senses  Pleasure  is  not  immorality  But  excessive  indul¬ 
gence  in  pleasure  amounts  to  being  immoral  Revolts  and  wars  are 
the  products  of  such  lustful  indulgence  Diseases  and  discords 
increase  from  such  hedonism  ” 

So  when  can  we  expect  the  world  to  be  free  of  this  all-destroy¬ 
ing  sensual  indulgence*?” 

Nothing  can  be  said  about  that  We  are  discussing  all  this  in 
that  penod  of  our  life’s  pilgrimage  which  we  call  middle  age  'There 
is  still  a  long  way  to  go  If  we  were  to  talk  about  arresting  time  for 
our  convenience,  crores  of  years  will  be  required  to  do  so  'The  first 
really  auspicious  day  will  be  when  man  enters  the  penphery  of  the 
atman  Countless  visionanes  like  me  spend  their  whole  lives  ex¬ 
pecting  to  reach  such  a  sublime  day  ” 

Isn  t  that  so,  Kama*?”  he  asked  Kama,  who  was  sitting  next  to 
him,  listening  intently  to  our  protracted  conversation,  apparently 
lost  in  deep  thought  In  fact,  he  did  not  seem  to  realise  that 
Ashvatthaman  had  asked  him  a  question  He  broke  out  of  his  deep 
revene  when  Ashvatthaman  pressed  his  broad  shoulders  with  his 
palm  Turning  to  Ashvatthaman  he  replied,  “Ashvatthaman,  you 
are  a  great  seeker  of  tmth  ” 
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“No,  Kama  Every  human  being  in  his  or  her  way  is  a  truth- 
seeker  You  too  ” 

Kama  did  not  reply,  but  smiled  His  charming  smile  spread  from 
his  cheeks  to  his  ears  on  his  round,  golden  face  His  golden  flesh- 
ear-nngs  quivered  involuntanly,  like  the  yellow  pollen  pistils  of 
the  scarlet  gurhal  flower  swaying  in  a  mild  breeze 
After  taking  their  milk,  he  and  Ashvatthaman  left  the  palace 
Ashvatthaman’s  ideas  clashed  m  my  mind  like  two  adversaries 
An  after  life  is  as  true  as  the  fact  that  you  are  standing  here  in 
front  of  me  ”  “When  a  man  deceives  the  eternal  harmony  in  his 
body,  immorality  is  produced”  “After-life  Immorality 
Bhima  Atman  Snake  Lust  ”  These  words  collided  with 
each  other  in  my  head  It  was  autumn,  but  my  body  felt  as  if  it  was 
on  fire  I  felt  suffocated  I  went  to  the  balcony  in  the  hope  of 
getting  some  relief  Kama  and  Ashvatthaman  had  descended  the 
palace  staircase  and  reached  the  lion  statue  in  the  central  portion 
I  could  see  them  clearly  from  the  balcony  They  were  animatedly 
discussing  something  In  the  meanwhile,  my  sister  Princess 
Duhshali’s  magnificent  chanot  entered  by  the  main  gates  an 
halted  in  front  of  them  She  alighted  from  the  chanot,  and  was 
greeted  by  them  She  said  something  to  Ashvatthaman  because  e 
'''as  the  guru’s  son,  but  she  appeared  to  be  glancing  frequent  y  a 
Kama  while  speaking  She  did  not  speak  to  him  Ashvatthaman 
took  leave  of  her,  and  both  of  them  disappeared  in  the  distance 
1  thought  Where  could  Princess  Duhshali  have  gone  in  the  royal 
chariot  that  evening?  I  remembered  that  it  was  the  full  moon  mgn 
and  she  must  for  that  reason  have  gone  to  visit  the  Uma  Shankara 
Temple 

I  looked  ahead  The  sun  was  setting  m  the  distant  western 
horizon  His  long,  soft  rays  were  caressing  the  high  palace  tnrrc 
Staring  fixedly  at  that  radiant  orb,  it  occurred  to  me  that  I  ha 
similar  refulgence  around  me,  walking  and  talking,  it 
all  the  time  But  no  matter  how  hard  I  ined  I  couldn’t  tell  who 
I  stopped  thinking  about  it 
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Th=“  night  I  gave  deep  thought  to  Ashvatthaman  s  searching 
■"Sights  But  I  found  no  satisfactory  solution  His 
cognations  were  inspinng  all  right,  but  of  no  practical  value  a 
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I  had  no  time  to  waste  on  the  atman  And  what  is  philosophy 
anyway'' — it  is  only  good  to  listen  to,  not  to  act  upon  I  realised 
this  sharply  the  instant  I  rose  from  bed  early  in  the  morning  By 
giving  so  much  importance  to  Ashvatthaman’s  intense  musings,  I 
was  only  hurting  myself  needlessly  He  said  that  the  auspicious  and 
fortunate  day  would  be  the  time  when  man  snapped  his  fetters  of 
excessive  indulgence  Fetters  and  such  matters — I  couldn’t  cate 
less  According  to  him,  Time  was  Endless  Kala  Endless  or  end¬ 


ing,  how  did  that  concern  me''  I  knew  only  one  kind  of  time — the 
present  And  I  was  going  to  take  the  whip  of  Time  Present  and 
urge  Endless  Kala  forward  with  the  same  passion  with  which 
Indra’s  skilled  chanoteer  Matah  drives  his  vehicle  I  was 
Duryodhana,  the  Crown  Pnnce  of  the  Kauravas  I  am  not  a 
pathetic  son  of  a  Brahmin  who  prattles  about  the  glory  of  Endless 
Kala  I  am  not  Ashvatthaman  I  quickly  decided  to  go  to 
Kampilya,  the  capital  of  the  Panchalas,  to  attend  the  svayattivara 
of  Draupadi  Raja  Drupada’s  invitation  had  arrived  that  auspici¬ 
ous  morning  It  was  imperative  that  I  take  Kama  along  In  a  crisis 
he  would  give  even  his  life  to  protect  me  My  brothers  Duhshasana 
and  Durmarsha  would  naturally  accompany  me  Brave  men  are 
always  ready  to  stake  their  lives  in  order  to  drink  life’s  honey- 
essence  Only  cowards  carry  on  discussing  dry  philosophical  nice¬ 
ties  I  wanted  to  win  Draupadi  in  the  svayamvara  contest  and  bring 
her  back  with  me  to  Hastinapura  Grandsire  Bhishma  had  not  won 


our  revered  Maharam  Ambika  from  the  kingdom  of  Kashi  for 
himself,  on  the  contrary,  he  had  offered  her  to  our  respected 
grandfather,  Maharaja  Vichitravirya  If  a  similar  situation  arose, 
Kama  could  win  sweet-scented  Draupadi  and  offer  her  to  me  I 
new  very  well  that  just  as  Grandsire  Bhishma’s  birth  was  for  the 
^  e  of  the  Kum  dynasty,  similarly — and  even  more  so — was 
Kama  s  birth  for  Duryodhana  only 

“What  is  Kama  prepared  to  do  for  me''”— whenever  I  asked 
myself  this  question,  the  reply  came  m  the  form  of  a  counter¬ 
question,  “What  IS  he  not  prepared  to  do  for  you''” 

Life  IS  an  unavoidable  and  inviolable  compromise  I  had  given 
him  the  sovereign  kingdom  of  Anga  I  had  him  married  to  Vnshali 
after  confirming  that  he  loved  her  m  his  young  idealistic  way  He 
knew  about  this  And  that  is  why  I  was  sure  that  he  would  do  all  m 
his  power  to  help  me 
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I  had  made  up  my  mind  to  go  to  the^v'oyflmvaraof  Draupadi  but 
the  condition  laid  down  by  Raja  Drupada  made  me  uncertain  and 
nervous  It  was  my  fervent  desire  to  make  Draupadi  the  Queen  of 
the  Kauravas  But  the  lizard  of  doubt  began  scuttling  in  my  mind 
when  I  realised  that  as  a  result  of  the  strange  condition  I  might  fail 
to  achieve  my  desire  I  expressed  my  misgiving  to  Kama,  because  I 
knew  there  were  only  two  archers  in  all  of  Aryavarta  capable  of 
easily  fulfilling  the  condition  One  was  Kama,  the  other  Arjuna 
Arjuna  must  be  somewhere  in  heaven  getting  ready  for  the  svayam- 
vara  of  an  apsara  That  left  only  Kama  He  was  the  only  compe¬ 
tent  archer — and  he  was  Duryodhana*s  closest  fnend,  dear  as  life 
Itself  He  was  in  Hastinapura,  the  capital  of  the  Kauravas  1 
ordered  my  attendant  Prabhanjana  to  summon  Kama 

As  he  entered  the  palace,  his  surprised  first  words  were,  “King, 
what  an  untimely  hour  for  you  to  remember  me’” 

“Timely  or  untimely  is  something  we  decide  Time  is  always 
judged  by  its  convenience^  but  the  real  warrior  is  he  Who  turns  an 
inconvenient  time  jnto  a.  convenient  one  ”  1  handed  Drupada^s 
invitation  to  him  He  fixed  his  striking  blue  eyes  on  the  birch 
parchment  His  bow-like,  curved,  splendid,  golden  eyebrows 
lifted,  a  thin  line  furrowed  his  wide  forehead  He  raised  his  firm 
neck  and  said,  “This-is  a  svayamvara  invitation  1  was  under  the 
impression  that  you  had  called  me  to  get  my  views  on  some  knotty 
political  problem  ” 

“Kama,  no  political  tangle  can  be  as  knotty  as  this  bndal  self¬ 
choice  wedding  This  svayamvara  can  change  not  only  my  life  but 
the  lives  of  all  the  Kauravas  ” 

“How’s  that"^  The  lives  of  all  the  Kauravas  changed  by  a  single 
woman,  and  the  throne  shaky*^ — it’s  beyond  my  wildest  imagina¬ 
tion — no  matter  how  lovely  she  might  be,  no  matter  how  valiant 
her  protectors  ” 

“No,  Kama,  this  is  no  ordinary  woman  She  was  obtained  as 
Yajnaseni,  a  gift  from  the  sacred  ntual  fire  performed  by  Raja 
Drupada  Her  body  is  redolent  of  champak  fragrance  She  was 
born  as  the  life  long  source  of  all  fragrance  Like  the  flesh  ear- 
nngs  you  were  born  with  ” 

“So*?  How  does  she  affect  the  lives  of  the  Kauravas  so  drasti¬ 
cally*?” 
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“If  she  enters  this  capital  as  my  wife,  as  the  Maharani  of  the 
Kauravas,  our  kingdom  will  touch  the  pinnacle  of  glory  And  I  will 
experience  the  bliss  of  heaven  on  earth  My  life’s  dream  is  to  make 
Draupadi  mine  ” 

“Where  will  she  find  a  more  deserving  partner?  Is  there  any 
woman  who  doesn’t  want  to  become  the  Queen  of  the  Kauravas*^ 
There  is  no  harm  in  going  to  the  svayamvara  A  warrior  never  lets 
an  ambition  remain  half-fulfilled  ” 

“Kama,  do  you  think  that  I  don’t  know  all  this  already*^  The 
point  IS  that  even  an  archer  of  your  calibre  will  be  nonplussed  by 
the  condition  laid  down  for  the  svayamvara  by  Raja  Drupada  ” 
“What  condition'^ ' 

“Listen  The  Drupadas  have  constructed  an  extraordinary 
pavilion  m  front  of  their  palace  in  their  capital  Kampilya  In  the 
centre  is  a  pool  made  of  stone,  filled  with  pure  water  from  the 
confluence  of  the  Ganga  and  the  Ikshumati  A  circular,  whirling 
fish-shaped  mechanical  target  has  been  fastened  on  the  ceiling  m 
such  a  way  that  its  reflection  falls  in  the  dead  centre  of  the  pool 
The  test  is  to  pierce  the  revolving  eye  of  the  wooden  fish  with  a 
sharp  arrow  aimed  at  it  from  its  reflection  in  the  pool — and  the 
bow  has  to  be  the  immensely  heavy  Shiva  Bow  that  has  been 
placed  there  ’’ 

“What’s  so  difficult  about  that,  my  king‘>” 

Nothing  s  impossible  for  you  You  are  the  super-excellent 
archer  who  can  shoot  into  a  bird’s  beak  without  looking  at  the  bird 
and  aiming  by  sound  only  I  know  how  to  wield  the  mace,  but 
these  feats  are  beyond  me  ” 

^  Does  that  mean  you  are  not  going  to  the  svayamvara"^" 

^  If  you  don  t  accompany  me,  I  am  not  going  ’’ 

•  What  has  my  going  or  not  going  to  do  with  this"^” 

Kama,  1  know  that,  apart  from  you  and  Arjuna,  there  is  no 
one  in  Aryavarla  capable  of  shooting  that  fish  Arjuna  has  de¬ 
parted  from  this  world  for  ever  It’s  up  to  you  now  to  perform  that 
feat  " 

“Me-^  King,  I  am  a  charioteer’s  son  Or  have  you  forgotten*^  Can 
a  Kshatnya  girl  ever  come  forward  to  place  a  marriage-garland 
round  my  ncck*^  Besides,  how  can  there  be  any  woman  lovelier 
than  Vrishali'>  I  am  not  prepared  to  believe  that  there  is  one.” 

“Kama,  you  have  to  wm  Draupadi  by  performing  that  feat  If 
she  refuses  to  accept  you  as  husband,  leave  it  to  me  to  decide  what 
should  be  done  Win  her — not  for  yourself,  but  for  me.” 
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“I  wiU  do  everything  for  you  Just  as  Grandsire  Bhishma  won 
the  Princesses  of  Kashi  for  your  grandfather  Vichitravirya,  I  will 
win  Draupadi  for  you  ”  He  paused;  then  went  on,  “I  will  offer  the 
lotus-flower  called  Draupadi  at  your  feet  But  on  one  condition  ” 
“What'^  Tell  me  I  grant  it  before  you  ask  it  ” 

“I  will  take  part  in  the  test  as  the  last  candidate  And  after  I  win, 
you  must  satisfy  one  request  ” 

“What  request'^” 

“The  village  where  I  was  born — the  village  where  I  was  brought 
up — is  Champanagari,  which  is  fortunately  a  part  of  the  kingdom 
of  Anga  You  must  proclaim  my  birthplace  as  the  capital  An¬ 
nounce  the  change  in  Kampilya  itself  ” 

“Kama,  you  are  splendid  Arre,  if  you  had  asked  for  the  entire 
kingdom  of  the  Kauravas  instead,  I  would  gladly  have  agreed  But 
what  did  you  ask'^  Your  village  of  birth  to  be  elevated  Just  that 
Really,  Kama — you  are  a  perfect  example  of  selfless  love  ” 

I  embraced  him  tightly  He  was  deeply  touched  He  took  my 
hand  in  his  and  slowly  caressed  it 
Ah,  who  was  Kama'’  I  couldn*t  make  out  who  he  was 
“Today  in  the  evening  we’ll  set  out  for  the  svayamvara  Satya- 
sena  will  be  dnvmg  us — and  we  will  reach  Kampilya  in  no  time,”  I 
said  to  him 

“Fine  I’ll  tell  him  to  make  preparations  ” 

He  rose,  and  strode  majestically  out  of  the  palace,  like  a  lion 
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I  and  Kama  reached  Kampilya,  along  with  ten  of  my  brothers 
Duhshasana,  Nishangi,  Agrayayin,  Durvimochana,  Vikaraa, 
Ayobahu,  Vivitsu,  Vikata,  Kratha  and  Dandadhara  A  svayam¬ 
vara  never  ends  on  an  amicable  note  People  even  come  to  blows 
That  IS  why  I  took  my  ten  brothers  along  for  support  My  mam 
hope  lay  of  course  in  Kama  That  incomparable  hero  was  ready  to 
lay  down  his  life  to  fulfil  my  desire  So  I  persuaded  him  earnestly 
to  come  with  me  It  was  Kama  who  would  pierce  the  fish  target  on 
behalf  of  the  Kauravas  We  were  sure  we  would  win  We  had 
Ashvatthaman  and  Uncle  Shakuni  on  our  side  also  Kama's  six¬ 
teen-year  old  son  Sudamana  had  insisted  on  accompanying  his 
father 
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Maharaja  Drupada  and  the  chief  minister  of  the  Panchalas, 
Virabahu,  welcomed  us  grandly  near  the  confluence  of  the  Ganga 
and  Bahuda  at  the  city  limits  of  Kampilya  Drupada’s  son  Dhrish* 
tadyumna  stepped  forward  and  embraced  Duhshasana  tightly 
Introducing  Kama  to  him,  I  said,  “This  is  Kama,  the  Raja  of 


Anga  “  Kama  joined  his  rose-pink  palms  in  greeting  Looking  at 
Kama’s  flesh-ear-rings,  Dhrishtadyumna  smiled  and  remarked 
casually,  “Who  hasn’t  heard  of  Kama*?  We  have  all  seen  his  target- 
pierced-by-sound  feat  m  Hastinapura  That  incident — that 
day  is  not  something  I’ll  ever  forget  in  this  life  " 
Dhrishtadyumna’s  words  were  a  spontaneous  tribute,  and  they 
pleased  us  I  was  very  impressed  by  Dhrishtadyumna’s  imposing 
figure  He  looked  like  a  tnadhuka  tree  laden  with  flowers  His  face 


narrowed  at  the  chin  His  complexion  was  fair,  with  a  pinkish  tint 
For  a  moment  I  presumed  Draupadi’s  face  would  be  similar  I 
could  think  of  nothing  at  that  time  except  Draupadi 
We  entered  the  capital  The  citizens  had  spared  no  pains  to 
aecorate  it  beautifully  on  the  occasion  of  the  svayamvara  of  their 
ove  princess  Pennants  and  festoons  were  ubiquitous  The 

multi-coloured  wildflower 
^  ^  rtificial  fountains  had  been  constructed  everywhere 
ninn  houscs  had  been  beautified  with  exquisite 

th^  Zc  saffron-water  The  atmosphere  resounded  with 

Sides  nf^th°  kettledrums  and  trumpets  Citizens  lined  both 

with  «;nr»  ^  ^  witness  our  entry,  and  raised  victory  slogans 

ous  celebrating  the  glory  of  the  illustn- 

Women  cm  ^  *'*'*  never  seen  its  equal  anywhere 

^ngTrs  .rZ  rf  '’■S’’  balconies  Some  pointed 

unXs'tood  whn7  ‘>'=»'nd  After  a  long  time  I 

handsomenes  h  '^^PPening  The  fame  of  Kama’s  surpassing 
h™  Ze  Hd  H  '""Sdom  of  the  Panchalas  ahead  of 

Sow  fIS  awav  he  “  ^bmpse  of  him,  no  matter 

stood  on  mt?I.  ^ad  "o  mklmg  of  this  He 

BoIden  thread  d  ’  unaware  he  was  the  cynosure  His 

“Kama  Sps  I  ®aid  casually  to  him, 

cnnd  n  th  ^  ^  part  in  the  svayamvara  Don  t 

and  m  the  front  of  the  chanot.  sit  inside  and  meditate  on 
archcry 
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He  thought  my  advice  sensible  and  sat  inside.  This  must  have 
disappointed  many  ladies.  Their  folly  made  me  laugh.  I  couldn’t 
understand  why  they  were  so  eager  to  get  a  glimpse  of  a  chario¬ 
teer’s  son.  Why  didn’t  they  want  to  have  my  darshan?  Or 
Duhshasana’s?  Had  I  wanted,  I  could  have  ordered  Satyasena  out 
of  the  charioteer’s  box  and  placed  Kama  in  it  instead.  After  all,  his 
family  had  been  charioteers  for  generations. 

We  reached  near  the  glittering  palace  of  the  Panchalas  at  sun¬ 
rise,  and  the  magnificent  svayamvara  pavilion  came  in  view.  There 
was  an  unimaginable  crush  of  people  around  it. 

“Crown  Prince  of  Kumkshetra,  please  enter.  This  is  the  second 
occasion  today  when  the  citizens’  enthusiasm  has  reached  its 
peak,”  the  chief  minister  of  the  Panchalas,  Virabahu,  said  to  me  as 
he  helped  me  out  of  my  chariot. 

“Who  was  the  other  to  receive  such  a  tremendous  welcome?”  I 
asked  the  venerable  minister. 

“Bhagavan  Sri  Krishna  of  the  Yadavas  of  Mathura  also  arrived 
today.” 

“Sri  Krishna?  Is  Sri  Krishna  also  taking  part  in  the  svayamvara?" 

I  asked,  a  little  fearfully. 

“That  is  not  in  my  power  to  say.  But  there  is  no  surety  that  he 
will  not  take  part,  either.” 

"Who  else  have  turned  up  for  the  svayamvara?" 

“Maharaja  Bhoja,  Saubala,  Sahadeva,  Shalya,  Shishupala, 
Virata,  Suketu,  Chitrayudha,  Jarasandha,  Chekilana,  Bhagadatta 
have  come,  as  well  as  Bhurishravas,  Sushena,  Dhridadhanvas, 
Somadatta,  Vrishaka,  Bnhadbala,  Brihanta,  Manimana, 
Dandadhara,  Meghasandhi,  Shanka,  Susharma;  besides,  there  are 
Senabindu,  Satyadhriti,  Suryadhvaja.  Rochamana,  Sudakshina, 
Rukmartha,  Shibi,  Sri  Krishna’s  son  Pradyumna,  Salyaki,  Jaya- 
dratha  of  the  Sindhu  kingdom,  and  many  other  brave  rajas  and 
maharajas.  We  were  all  in  fact  waiting  for  the  lord  of  Hastina- 
pura." 

He  took  my  hand  and  guided  me  from  a  side  of  the  pavilion  to 
the  palace.  The  bridal  self-choice  was  fixed  to  take  place  in  the 
afternoon.  Till  then  I,  Kama.  Ashvatthaman.  and  Uncle  Shakuni 
would  have  our  meal  and  rest.  We  had  travelled  over  a  hundred 
yojanas.  Our  royal  dresses  were  soiled  and  dusty.  The  horses  were 
exhausted. 
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I  had  no  doubts  regarding  the  outcome  of  the  svayamvara  be¬ 
cause  there  was  no  skilled  archer  in  the  list  of  those  who  had  come 
Warriors  they  were,  but  none  of  them  would  be  able  to  fulfil  the 
difficult  condition  laid  down  by  Drupada  Only  Kama  would  once 
again  delight  the  eyes  of  all  the  assembly  And  m  this  way  he 
would  offer  the  dark-complexioned  beauty  Draupadi  to  me  out  of 
the  love  born  of  friendship  I  had  taken  pains  to  instil  into  him  the 
truth  that  life  is  an  inescapable  compromise 
Only  an  inconceivable  event  could  make  Draupadi  escape  from 
our  hands  now  There  was  a  doubt  lingering  in  a  corner  of  my 
mind  though  and  that  was  regarding  one  person  only — and  that 
person  was  Sn  Krishna 
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But  in  the  end  that  incredible  event  did  lake  place  I  returned  to 
HaMinapura  from  the  svayamvara  carrying  many  unavoidable 
barbs  in  my  heart  It  seems  to  me  that  life  itself  is  a  strange 
enchanting  svayamvara  Every  individual  participates  in  a  svayam 
'^Acr  enthusiasm,  but  sometimes  Time  lays  down  such 

ifficult  conditions  that  no  one  succeeds  m  surmounting  all  of 
^  “  <l«^astated  that  death  is  the  only  option  left  for 

them  Many  individuals  are  patient,  wise,  and  valiant,  yet  they  are 

nmir*  demands  Not  even  me,  not  Ashvatthaman, 

not  Kama,  nor  anyone  else 

min'HL!tif  of  Draupadi’s  svayamvara  agitates  my 

disrniirsin  V  medley  of  feelings  I  have  never  liked  anyone 
life  lo  Wn  k”  always  given  priority  in 

mooHe  I  realised  the 

importance  of  all  encompassing  Time 

rnaUerTow^m^r  h  “a'’  “  ability,  no 

r  ftes  ,h  ®  of  Work,  m  the  end  when 

he  faces  the  immensity  of  the  endless  sky  he  will  find  himself 

life®  I  Look  of  fulfilment  is  the  basic  truth  of 

life  I  experienced  this  after  Draupadi's  svayamvara 

The  svayamv^  Save  over,  but  I  did  not  receive  her  soft,  lovely 
hand  in  mine  The  hand  I  stretched  out  for  her  was  heaped  by  a 
cruel  fate  with  the  scalding  embers  of  reality  Whenever  I  recall 
the  incidents  of  the  svayamvara,  I  get  all  dejected  and  upset  I  start 
thinking  that  life  is  an  enigmatic  tunnel  Wouldn’t  it  have  been 
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Drupada’s  son,  the  Crown  Pnnce  Dhnshtadyumna,  smilingly 
welcomed  us,  affectionately  took  my  hand  in  his,  and  guided  us  to 
our  seats  All  the  assembled  kings  and  warriors  rose  respectfully 
My  chest  swelled  with  pnde  and  I  felt  that  all  these  standing 
dignitaries  were  honouring  the  greatness  of  the  Kaurava  dynasty 
Itself  We  resumed  our  seats  All  the  others  in  the  pavilion  sat 
down  In  front  of  my  seat  was  one  vacant  The  others  were  all 
occupied  Cunously  I  asked  Dhnshtadyumna,  “Whose  seat  is  that 
in  front’’  Why  is  it  still  vacant’’” 

He  glanced  in  the  direction  of  the  empty  seat  and  replied,  “The 
svayamvara  cannot  start  until  that  seat  is  graced  by  its  occupant, 
because  that  seat  is  Bhagavan  Sn  Knshna’s  " 

“The  great  lord  of  Mathura,  born-in-the-Yadava-clan,  Vasu- 
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Kama  stepped  forward,  held  my  hand,  and  said,  “No,  no  Don’t 
disturb  his  sleep.  I  wifl  be  back  m  no  time  I  don’t  want  Sn  Knshna 
to  be  summoned  here  I  will  go  and  meet  him  in  person  ” 

His  nature  was  that  way — ^he  never  inconvenienced  anyone  for 
his  own  advantage. 

“Go  then  but  remember  to  be  back  soon.”  I  couldn’t  dissuade 
him,  but  I  don  t  know  why,  yet  the  fact  that  he  was  going  to  meet 
Sn  Knshna  instead  of  the  other  way  round,  rankled  in  my  mind  I 
didn  t  have  the  kindest  feelings  for  Sn  Knshna,  because  he  was, 
like  Arjuna,  blue-skinned  Seeing  him  reminded  me  instantly  of 
Arjuna 

I  rested  briefly  In  the  meantime,  Kama  had  met  Sn  Knshna 
and  returned  His  face  glowed  with  joy  We  could  hear  the  eager 
shouts  of  the  citizens  from  our  room  I,  Uncle  Shakuni,  Ashvat- 
thaman,  and  Duhshasana  were  all  ready  m  our  royal  vesture 
camp*  M  dressing-room  In  a  short  time  he 

sd  hi ^  r  The  eolour  of  his  skin 

room  he?  **  As  he  stepped  out  of  the  dressing- 

His  face  1°  ""j  ®  from  a  cave 

ohere  Seem"'*  'h  sunrays  into  the  surrounding  atmos- 

on  his  npht  eh  "*1’  gently  A  charming  dimple  appeared 

sunflower  resembled  a  radiant 

?ur  efforts  '’®'’ind  him  Despite  all 

A  h^  ° h®  had  accompanied  us  here 
“Maharaia  th?n"hr*1.^"c  entered,  bowed,  and  said  to  me, 
•he  kings  await  your  em^'  inTe  plv'hon'” 

SudamMaIandD"uh5ha!aIa“rin  Kama’s  son 

from  the  nalace  Whii  ’  “  "'“h  my  ten  brothers  emerged 

eveTythmg  m  youVhands"  *’-® 

Please  keep  that  in  mind  ”  “  "  difficult  responsibility 

spIlkler‘HTs^gfu"mIde??beTuto  ^old-studded  teeth 

rhythm  flesh-ear-nngs  sway  m 

We  reached  the  marriage  pavilion  A  vr»,o«  j 

ra's?:^a’itn°^th”e  “  Dhr^a! 

rashtra  s  son,  the  Crown  Prince  Duryodhana’” 
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Drupada’s  son,  the  Crown  Pnnce  Dhnshtadyumna,  smilingly 
welcomed  us,  affectionately  took  my  hand  in  his,  and  guided  us  to 
our  seats.  All  the  assembled  kings  and  warriors  rose  respectfully 
My  chest  swelled  with  pnde  and  I  felt  that  all  these  standing 
dignitaries  were  honouring  the  greatness  of  the  Kaurava  dynasty 
Itself  We  resumed  our  seats  All  the  others  in  the  pavilion  sat 
down  In  front  of  my  seat  was  one  vacant  The  others  were  all 
occupied  Curiously  I  asked  Dhnshtadyumna,  “Whose  seat  is  that 
in  front‘d  Why  is  it  still  vacant'^” 

He  glanced  in  the  direction  of  the  empty  seat  and  replied,  “The 
svayamvara  cannot  start  until  that  seal  is  graced  by  its  occupant, 
because  that  seat  is  Bhagavan  Sn  Knshna’s  ” 

“The  great  lord  of  Mathura,  bom-in*the-Yadava-clan,  Vasu- 
deva’s  son,  Bhagavan  Sn  Knshna*’*  Another  announcement  re¬ 
sounded  in  the  pavilion  Blue-skinned  Sn  Krishna  entered  by  the 
mam  door  With  him  were  his  elder  brother  Balarama,  his  son 
Pradyumna,  Rukmaratha,  Uddhava,  Satyaki  and  others  Not  only 
the  kings,  but  also  the  purohttas  and  all  the  royal  ladies  rose  in 
respect  Kama,  Uncle  Shakum,  Ashvatthaman  and  Duhshasana, 
who  were  sitting  with  me,  also  stood  up  I  couldn’t  make  out  why 
they  were  showing  such  deference  to  the  black  Sn  Krishna  On  the 
excuse  that  something  had  slipped  inside  my  sandals,  and  pretend¬ 
ing  to  open  the  straps,  I  remained  sitting  But  I  was  taking  every¬ 
thing  in  with  side-glances  Sn  Krishna  raised  his  hand  and  mo¬ 
tioned  all  to  sit  down  But  none  did  so  Finally  he  sat  down  on  the 
seat  in  front  of  mq  But  the  others  remained  as  they  were  He  rose 
again  and,  smiling,  lifted  his  nght  hand  and  spoke  slowly  and 
gravely  “Invited  rajas,  please  resume  your  seats  The  Crown 
Prince  Dhnshtadyumna  will  now  commence  the  svayamvara  cere¬ 
mony  of  his  sister  Pnncess  Draupadi  ”  All  sat  down,  as  still  as 
puppets  Sn  Knshna  glanced  in  my  direction,  I  looked  the  other 
way,  I  had  no  desire  even  to  see  his  face  The  mere  sight  of  him 
reminded  me  of  Arjuna,  and  an  unknown  pain  then  stabbed  my 
chest,  I  felt  as  if  Bhima’s  mace  was  whirling  all  around  me 
I  surveyed  the  pavilion  All  the  small  and  mighty  rajas  of  Arya- 
varta  were  present  So  Draupadi’s  fragrance  had  bewitched  them 
all'  The  great  lord  of  Magadha,  Jarasandha,  the  great  lord  of 
Madra,  Shalya,  the  raja  of  Sindhu,  Jayadratha,  Shishupala— each 
_warrior  excelling  the  other  But — I  don’t  know  why  not  one  of 
them  appeared  to  me  to  be  as  illustnous  and  striking  as  Kamav  I 
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Kama  stepped  forward,  held  my  hand,  and  said,  “No,  no  Don’t 
disturb  his  sleep  I  will  be  back  in  no  time  I  don’t  want  Sn  Krishna 
to  be  summoned  here  I  will  go  and  meet  him  in  person  ” 

His  nature  was  that  way — he  never  inconvenienced  anyone  for 
his  own  advantage 

“Go  then  but  remember  to  be  back  soon  ’’  I  couldn’t  dissuade 
him,  but  I  don’t  know  why,  yet  the  fact  that  he  was  going  to  meet 
Sn  Knshna  instead  of  the  other  way  round,  rankled  in  my  mind  I 
didn  t  have  the  kindest  feelings  for  Sn  Krishna,  because  he  was, 
like  Arjuna,  blue-skinned  Seeing  him  reminded  me  instantly  of 
Arjuna 

I  rested  briefly  In  the  meantime,  Kama  had  met  Sn  Krishna 
and  returned  His  face  glowed  with  joy  We  could  hear  the  eager 
shouts  of  the  citizens  from  our  room  I,  Uncle  Shakuni,  Ashvat- 
thaman,  and  Duhshasana  were  all  ready  m  our  royal  vesture 
‘he  dressing-room  In  a  short  time  he 
shone  h  'V  ^  ®  The  eolour  of  his  skm 

room  shawl  As  he  stepped  out  of  the  dressing- 

His  face  c***'”ti  ^  emerging  from  a  cave 

nhere  le  ‘c  'he  surroLding  atmos- 

on  his  ni7hf"h'"e’  ^®/"“'ed  gently  A  charming  dimple  appeared 

sunflower  H  ^  ^  golden  round  face  resembled  a  radiant 

our  errta  ^“damana.  walked  behind  him  Despite  all 

“Maharaia  the'^nohf^T^"t  entered,  bowed,  and  said  to  me, 

the  kinas  await  v  ®  ‘e‘  minister  remembers  you  warmly  All 

tne  kings  await  your  entry  m  the  pavilion  ” 

Sud'amana'^a'nd'ni!h°h  Ashvatthaman,  Kama’s  son 

from  the  palace  Whil  "’“h  '"V  >en  brothers  emerged 

eve^thinrin  vou^h  T  Kama,  “I  have  left 

Please  keep  that  in  mind*”  “  “  “  ‘‘‘‘‘■“h  responsibility 

spaT.e:‘HTgl.“rdeL^er^^^  His  gold  studded  teeth 
rhythm  '*  ocautiful  flesh  ear-rings  sway  in 

mmrnvTmd  ot  Il“  P/'^hon  A  voice  announced  ’’The 

msrn  U  son  ^ilT  r  ’’“d  ■  “  Kaurava,  Dhrita- 

rashtras  son.  the  Crown  Prince  Duryodhana'  ’ 
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Silence  prevailed.  Only  the  whirnng  of  the  fish  target  could  be 
heard  Its  reflection  whirled  in  the  waters  of  the  pool 

The  massive  size  and  weight  of  the  bow  of  Shiva  seemed  to  sap 
the  courage  of  the  candidates,  and  not  one  stepped  forward  to 
touch  It  They  gazed  at  each  other  apprehensively  Finally,  the 
broad-chested  and  appropriately  named  strong-bodied  Raja 
Dhridadhanva  rose  Casting  a  proud  look  at  the  assembly,  he 
adjusted  his  shawl,  and  gripped  the  bow  of  Shiva  The  spectators 
witnessed  the  sight  of  the  Raja  rolling  his  eyes  but  failing  even  to 
move  the  bow  The  proud  king  lowered  his  head  m  frustration  and 
quickly  left  the  paVilion,  defeated 

After  him  the  great  rajas  Maghasandhi,  Maniman,  Dandadhara, 
Sushena,  Rochaman,  Brihadbata,  Satyadhnta  and  Bhoja  tried  one 
after  the  other,  but  all  failed  to  even  lift  the  bow  of  Shiva  In  the 
end  the  raja  of  Chedi,  Shishupala,  came  forward  Biting  his  lips, 
he  succeeded  somehow  in  lifting  the  bow,  but  could  not  control  his 
balance  after  stringing  it  With  the  greatest  effort  he  managed  to 
fire  One  arrow,  which  missed  the  head  of  the  fish  The  hopes  of  all 
were  dashed  Next  came  the  turn  of  the  uncle  of  the  Pandavas,  the 
brother  of  the  so-called  Queen  Mother  Madn —  Shalya,  the  raja  of 
Madra  He  managed  to  fire  two  arrows  haphazardly  Next  was 
Jayadratha,  raja  of  Sindhu  With  the  greatest  effort  he  shot  three 
arrows,  but  all  missed  Eagerness,  fear,  sympathy  and  various 
other  feelings  blended  to  make  silence  reign  in  the  pavilion  An 
hour  had  elapsed  since  the  commencement  of  the  svayamvara,  but 
the  fish  target  mockingly  kept  spinning  I  glanced  casually  in  the 
direction  of  Sn  Krishna  He  was  resting  his  right  elbow  on  the  arm 
of  the  seat  He  had  cupped  his  right  cheek  m  his  right  hand  and 
was  leaning  a  little  towards  his  right — a  picture  of  tranquillity 
Glancing  at  Kama,  I  noticed  that  he  was  staring  fixedly  at  Sn 
Krishna  s  toe 

I  now  wanted  Kama  to  try  his  hand  What  if  he  also  failed*^  That 
doubt  raised  its  head  1  was  going  to  ask  him  only  after  all  the 
others  had  tried 

One  by  one  the  rajas  trooped  forward,  put  their  abilities  to  the 
test,  and  retired  defeated  Some  kings  tried  twice,  but  the  whirring 
of  the  fish  target  did  not  cease  The  pavilion  buzzed  with  whispers 
about  the  grandeur  of  the  bow  of  Shiva,  which  had  humbled  even 
the  finest  of  the  Aryavarta  royalty  Some  rajas  were  looking  at  me, 
some  at  Sn  Krishna,  and  most  were  stanng  expectantly  at  Kama 
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drew  my  face  close  to  his  ears  m  order  to  tell  him  this,  but  he 
wasn’t  paying  attention  He  was  staring  fixedly  at  Sn  Krishna  I 
nudged  him  to  attention,  as  always  Startled,  he  looked  at  me  I 
opened  my  mouth  to  inform  him  of  his  handsome  looks,  but  in  the 
meantime  the  Crown  Prince  of  the  Panchalas,  Dhrishtadyumna, 
escorted  his  sister  Draupadi  inside  the  pavilion  A  hushed,  expec¬ 
tant  silence  reigned  in  the  pavilion  Each  person,  agape,  stared  at 
stately  Draupadi  as  she  gracefully  made  her  entrance  In  her  hands 
was  the  marriage  garland  of  white  lotuses,  reaching  to  her  feet 
With  each  delicate  step  of  hers  she  captivated  the  hearts  of  all  the 
assembled  heroes  Finally,  she  and  Dhrishtadyumna  approached 
and  ascended  a  stone  platform  in  the  centre  of  the  pavilion 
Radiantly  beautiful  with  multi-flowered  garlands  and  fragrant  with 
the  odours  of  numerous  blossoms,  that  huge  pavilion  became  truly 
a  svayamvara  hall  with  the  arrival  of  the  shy  Princess  Draupadi 
Dark  complexioned  Draupadi  possessed  the  silent,  magnetic 
beauty  of  an  autumn  twilight 

Lifting  his  right  hand  to  the  level  of  his  head,  the  Crown  Prince 
Dhrishtadyumna  said,  “Assembled  rajas,  you  have  come  here  for 
the  svayamvara  of  my  sister  Princess  Draupadi,  and  I  greet  you  on 
behalf  of  the  Panchalas  The  condition  laid  down  for  this  svayani’ 
vara  has  to  be  fulfilled  by  the  hero  who  aspires  to  be  my  sister 

rincess  Draupadi  s  husband;  she  will  place  the  marriage  garland 
round  his  neck  She  will  become  his  wife  and  serve  him  all  through 
life 

“The  condition  relates  to  a  fish  target  that  is  hung  from  the 
ceiling,  visible  to  all  A  mechanic  will  operate  the  engine  to  start  it 
spinning  The  hero  who  strings  the  bow  of  Shiva  and  succeeds  m 
piercing  the  right  eye  of  the  spinning  wooden  fish  target  with  a 
sharp  arrow  by  looking  at  its  reflection  in  the  pool  below  will  be 

e  most  revered  of  the  Panchalas  We  have  no  objection  to  his 
shooting  as  many  arrows  as  he  likes  " 

He  ended  his  announcement  and  glanced  at  the  chief  minister 
At  a  sign  from  the  chief  minister,  the  artisans  on  the  pavilion’s 
ceiling  set  the  fish  target  spinning  The  whirling  fish  target  literally 
set  the  fortunes  of  the  Aryavarta  heroes  spinning  also  Five  huge- 
bodicd  wrestlers  ran  to  the  Panchala  armoury  and  with  great 
difficulty  returned  with  the  bow  of  Shiva  Placing  it  near  the  pool, 
they  heaved  sighs  of  relief  and  wiped  the  sweat  off  their  brows 
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Silence  prevailed.  Only  the  whirnng  of  the  fish  target  could  be 
heard  Its  reflection  whirled  m  the  waters  of  the  pool 

The  massive  size  and  weight  of  the  bow  of  Shiva  seemed  to  sap 
the  courage  of  the  candidates,  and  not  one  stepped  forward  to 
touch  It  They  gazed  at  each  other  apprehensively  Finally,  the 
broad-chested  and  appropriately  named  strong-bodied  Raja 
Dhridadhanva  rose  Casting  a  proud  look  at  the  assembly,  he 
adjusted  his  shawl,  and  gripped  the  bow  of  Shiva  The  spectators 
witnessed  the  sight  of  the  Raja  rolling  his  eyes  but  failing  even  to 
move  the  bow  The  proud  king  lowered  his  head  in  frustration  and 
quickly  left  the  paVihon,  defeated 

After  him  the  great  rajas  Maghasandhi,  Maniman,  Dandadhara, 
Sushena,  Rochaman,  Bnhadbala,  Satyadhrita  and  Bhoja  tried  one 
after  the  other,  but  all  failed  to  even  lift  the  bow  of  Shiva  In  the 
end  the  raja  of  Chedi,  Shishupala,  came  forward  Biting  his  lips, 
he  succeeded  somehow  in  lifting  the  bow,  but  could  not  control  his 
balance  after  stringing  it  With  the  greatest  effort  he  managed  to 
fire  One  arrow,  which  missed  the  head  of  the  fish  The  hopes  of  all 
were  dashed  Next  came  the  turn  of  the  uncle  of  the  Pandavas,  the 
brother  of  the  so  called  Queen  Mother  Madri —  Shalya,  the  raja  of 
Madra  He  managed  to  fire  two  arrows  haphazardly  Next  was 
Jayadratha,  raja  of  Smdhu  With  the  greatest  effort  he  shot  three 
arrows,  but  all  missed  Eagerness,  fear,  sympathy  and  various 
other  feelings  blended  to  make  silence  reign  in  the  pavilion  An 
hour  had  elapsed  since  the  commencement  of  the  svayamvara,  but 
the  fish  target  mockingly  kept  spinning  I  glanced  casually  in  the 
direction  of  Sri  Krishna  He  was  resting  his  right  elbow  on  the  arm 
of  the  seat  He  had  cupped  his  right  cheek  in  his  right  hand  and 
was  leaning  a  little  towards  his  right — a  picture  of  tranquillity 
Glancing  at  Kama,  I  noticed  that  he  was  staring  fixedly  at  Sn 
Krishna’s  toe 

I  now  wanted  Kama  to  try  his  hand  What  if  he  also  failed*^  That 
doubt  raised  its  head  1  was  going  to  ask  him  only  after  all  the 
others  had  tried 

One  by  one  the  rajas  trooped  forward,  put  their  abilities  to  the 
test,  and  retired  defeated  Some  kings  tried  twice,  but  the  whirring 
of  the  fish  target  did  not  cease  The  pavilion  buzzed  with  whispers 
about  the  grandeur  of  the  bow  of  Shiva,  which  had  humbled  even 
the  finest  of  the  Aryavarta  royalty  Some  rajas  were  looking  at  me. 
some  at  Sn  Krishna,  and  most  were  stanng  expectantly  at  Kama 
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In  the  meantime  the  lord  of  the  extensive  kingdom  of  Magadha, 
the  victorious  hero  of  duels,  strong-bodied  Jarasandha  rose  His 
muscular  physique  was  as  massive  as  a  strong  elephant’s  Swelling 
his  chest,  he  approached  the  bow,  effortlessly  picked  it  up,  and 
released  four  arrows  m  quick  succession,  but  they  whizzed  past  the 
tail  of  the  fish  target  and,  piercing  the  ceiling,  disappeared  from 
sight  Thinking  that  one  at  least  must  have  hit  the  eye,  he  gazed  up 
at  the  hanging  contraption  Losing  balance,  he  slipped  off  the 
stone  edge  of  the  pool  and  fell  with  a  thud  The  heavy  bow  of 
Shiva  landed  on  his  chest  Derisive  laughter  from  the  audience 
accompanied  his  discomfiture  I  looked  at  Sri  Krishna,  but  he  too 
was  smiling  m  quiet  sarcasm  The  next  moment  all  had  changed 
Under  the  crushing  weight  of  the  bow  Jarasandha  groaned  in 
mortal  agony  He  thrashed  his  arms  and  legs  in  a  desperate  at- 
tempt  to  break  tree  Blood  spurted  up  from  his  mouth,  drenching 
u?™.  *  couldn’t  bear  to  see  a  respected  Kshatnya 

humbled  in  this  fashion  I  had  decided  that  I  would  not  take  part  in 
the  competition,  but  in  a  moment  I  forgot  my  resolve  Upset  by  Sri 
Krishna  s  indifference,  and  casting  an  angry  glance  at  him,  I  m 
stantly  rose  from  my  seat  Kama  like  a  fool  was  still  magnetised  by 
ri^shna  s  black  toe  I  simply  could  not  make  out  why  he  had  been 
Knshn"®  u  Vc‘*  returned  after  his  meeting  with  Sri 

w„i!"  ,  shattered  his  self-confidence  or  whafr 

thp  nnni  j  Kama,  I  rose  and  approached 

ram^wul,  skywards  It  seemed  that  that 

That  illiistr  °  ^  Bhima’s,  was  begging  for  his  lift  from  me 
lalp-t  '  ‘'■"gdom  of  Magadha  was 

death  shaned'^h*  someone  to  come  and  remove  the 

SL  r  his  chest  A  famous 

Sec tfurj™'’"'’''  «“h  Death  I  glanced 

large  eves  Lem'^d  k“  ^f^rama,  seated  next  to  Sri  Krishna  His 
a  strange  thouphr  n  °  ‘hat  critical  moment 

with  Balarama®  I  ‘hrough  my  mind  to  compare  Sri  Krishna 

euuallv  strono  f  ^  greatest  regard  for  Balarama-ji,  and  an 
m  my  mind  "  "‘’"‘""'P'  Krishna  took  root 

stoSed‘wr\r“‘"‘  Wounded  Jarasandha  had 

outTor  h!;  1  H®  “n  '"“‘y  P°‘=  •°  he  crying 

out  for  help  How  helpless  a  person  is  at  death’s  door'  His  glory 

and  self-respect  are  all  forgoilen  He  hopes  only  to  live  He  wanls 
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life  The  bow  of  Shiva  had  finally  trapped  Jarasandha,  who  used  to 
imprison  kings  of  many  countries  m  order  to  offer  them  as  human 
sacrifice  in  the  dungeons  of  his  capital  Girivraja  I  stooped  and 
lifted  the  bow  of  Shiva  with  one  hand  The  pavilion  boomed  with 
applause  Like  a  roaring  lion  bounding  up  from  a  fowler’s  net  that 
has  trapped  its  tail,  Jarasandha  swiftly  leapt  up  as  soon  as  the  bow 
was  lifted  from  his  chest,  raised  his  arms,  and  screamed  He 
hugged  me  tight  All  thought  I  had  lifted  the  bow  in  order  to  take 
part  in  Draupadi’s  svayamvara  Some  announced  my  name  It  was 
not  possible  for  me  now  to  return  to  my  seat  I  lifted  the  bow 
effortlessly — a  deed  that  astounded  many  Apart  from  my  guru 
Balarama  ji  no  one  knew  that  I  used  to  have  mace  duels  with 
Bhima  for  six  hours  on  end  in  the  mace  arena — and  the  exercise  of 
my  arm  muscles  was  now  serving  me  well  My  arms  were  as  strong 
as  elephant’s  legs 

Swinging  the  bow,  I  surveyed  the  scene  in  the  pavilion,  and 
approached  the  pool  Standing  near  it,  I  glanced  at  Draupadi  She 
was  holding  her  breath  and  looking  at  me  I  felt  the  glory  of  the 
Kauravas  pulsing  inside  me  I  would  return  to  Hastinapura  today 
only  after  clasping  this  receptacle  of  feminine  fragrance  tight  in  my 
arms  Having  decided  this,  I  fixed  my  eyes  on  the  water  in  the 
pool  The  fish-target  was  limpidly  reflected  in  it  The  arrows  fired 
by  the  earlier  contestants  had  pierced  a  few  holes  in  the  ceiling 
Some  futile  sunrays  had  slipped  in  through  the  tents  and  were 
swimming  in  the  water  They  made  the  reflection  sparkle  But  one 
could  not  see  the  eye  of  the  spinning  fish  as  a  result  Still,  1  nocked 
the  bowstring  taut,  aimed,  and  released  five  arrows  in  swift  succes¬ 
sion  All  I  succeeded  m  doing  was  make  five  more  apertures  in  the 
ceiling  Five  more  sunbeams  started  peeping  m  the  pool  I  was 
instantly  reminded  of  the  Pandavas  Five  was  the  number  that 
always  agonised  me  Not  a  single  arrow  I  shot  so  much  as  grazed 
the  fish  That  stupid  fish  target  of  the  Panchalas  continued  spin 
ning  arrogantly  as  before,  mocking  the  throne  of  the  Kauravas 
Swinging  that  heavy  bow  was  making  my  arms  ache  Disgusted,  I 
climbed  down  I  thought  Wouldn’t  it  have  been  much  better  if  the 
Panchala  monarch  had  arranged  the  most  difficult  of  mace  duels 
instead  of  this  fish-target  business'  Did  he  really  want  to  organise  a 
svayamvara  for  his  daughter,  or  was  he  more  interested  in  cruelly 
belittling  these  great  heroes'^  It  would  require  no  less  a  personage 
than  Shiva  himself  to  clamber  down  from  Mount  Kailasa  in  order 
to  succeed  m  piercing  the  fish  target 
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Naturally  Draupadi  must  be  chuckling  inwardly  at  my  defeat 
Dejected,  I  descended  the  steps  The  bow  of  Shiva  felt  more  and 
more  like  a  dead  weight  each  second  I  had  held  it  in  my  hands 
longer  than  anyone  else  I  looked  around  to  get  an  idea  of  the 
spectators’  reactions  Sri  Krishna,  raja  of  the  Yadavas,  was  look¬ 
ing  at  me  silently  and  smiling  inscrutably  The  others  had  lowered 
their  heads  Like  a  fool,  Kama  kept  on  stanng  at  the  feet  of  black¬ 
skinned  Sri  Krishna  I  looked  angnly  at  smiling  Sn  Krishna,  as  if  to 
say,  'Arre,  what  are  you  grinning  for’’  If  you  have  the  courage, 
why  don’t  you  get  up  and  lift  the  bow  and  win  the  contest’  ’  I 
threw  the  bow  m  front  of  him,  but  because  of  my  weakened  arms 
the  bow  did  not  travel  far,  instead  it  slid  along  the  smooth  stone 
floor  and  swerved  back  and  struck  my  right  foot  A  sharp  jolting 
pain  stabbed  me  up  to  my  head  My  mind,  hurt  by  the  defeat,  and 
my  body,  exhausted  by  the  heavy  bow,  screamed  I  looked  to 
Jarasandha,  seated  in  front,  for  help  He  lowered  his  head  to 
signify  refusal  Even  in  my  predicament,  I  felt  sorry  for  him  The 
pain  I  felt  on  being  struck  by  the  bow  was  less  than  the  pain  I  felt 
seeing  Jarasandha  so  disconsolate  I  thought.  Let  my  foot  get 
crushed  I  will  not  seek  anyone's  help,  and  I  closed  my  eyes  The 
same  Duryodhana  who  a  little  earlier  had  come  to  Jarasandha’s 
rescue  was  now  a  victim  of  the  very  same  bow  of  Shiva  They  must 
a  ave  been  upset  by  this  fact,  but  none  came  forward  to  help  me 
My  mind  writhed  like  a  wounded  snake  stung  from  all  sides  by  red 


Suddenly  the  whispering  in  the  pavilion  intensified  One  by  one, 
scraps  of  words  assailed  my  ears  “Kama  flesh  ear-rings  pierc¬ 
ing  t  e  target  finest  of  archers  the  true  science  of  archery 
Raising  my  head,  I  glanced  at  Kama’s  seat  He  had  nsen  and  was 
standing  straight,  his  ear-rings  were  flaming  red,  but  even  when  he 
was  standing  his  eyes  were  fixed  on  Sn  Knshna’s  nght  toe  I  felt 
Ike  shouting,  Kama,  why  is  it  that  your  eyes  that  soar  the  skies 
like  Garuda  are  so  transfixed  by  black  Knshna’s  toe’’’  Before  I 
rould  do  anything,  Sn  Knshna  quietly  raised  his  nght  toe  Smiling 
the  most  channmg  of  smiles,  Kama  turned  from  his  seat  and 
quickly  strode  towards  me  His  tall  impressive  frame  made  it  seem 
as  If  a  huge  tree  was  walking  towards  me  Each  step  he  took  made 
his  flcsh-car-nngs  shake  His  confident,  stnkmg  gait  so  enchanted 
the  spectators  that  even  before  he  laid  hands  on  the  bow  they 
broke  into  vociferous  applause  I  completely  forgot  that  my  foot 
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was  pinned  under  the  bow  The  excellent  jewel  I  had  discovered  m 
the  Hastinapura  arena  was  coming  towards  me,  radiating  efful¬ 
gence  as  he  approached 

Chhee^  How  selfish  I  was*  I  was  going  to  use  Kama  to  make 
Draupadi  my  wife  What  a  feelingless  thing  to  do  A  fragrant  lady 
like  Draupadi  would  be  a  perfect  match  only  for  a  golden  flower 
like  Kama  Kama  and  Draupadi  together  would  put  even  Shiva 
and  Parvati  to  shame*  I  changed  my  mind  Very  soon  Kama  would 
pierce  the  fish-target  Draupadi  would  then  be  announced  as  the 
Maharani  of  Anga,  and  Champanagan  proclaimed  the  capital  of 
Anga  Not  just  that — Kama  would  be  declared  the  commander  of 
the  Kaurava  armed  forces  and  given  due  honour  as  such  And  as 
soon  as  he  returned  to  Hastinapura.  the  Maharaja  would  have  to 
be  persuaded  to  instal  Kama  as  army  commander  The  wedded 
couple  would  then  ride  a  ceremonial  royal  elephant  in  procession 
through  the  streets  of  Hastinapura  All  this  I  decided  then  and 
there 

He  was  near  me  m  no  time  He  tucked  the  end  of  his  shawl  at  his 
waist  He  looked  at  me  only  once,  and  his  large,  radiant,  blue  eyes 
seemed  to  say,  “Upset,  king‘d  Why  did  you  have  to  look  to 
Jarasandha  to  free  you  when  Kama  was  standing  by’’” 

With  no  effort  at  all  he  lifted  the  bow  of  Shiva  with  one  hand, 
and  before  anyone  could  make  out  what  was  happening  he  had 
flung  the  bow  up  in  the  air  and  unerringly  caught  it  m  his  other 
hand  as  u  fell,  like  a  small  boy  playing  with  a  toy  My  mind  and  my 
foot  were  free  The  pavilion  broke  into  loud  clapping  It  appeared 
to  me  as  if  the  waves  of  the  Ganga,  which  accepted  the  arghya- 
offerings  of  Kama,  were  applauding 

Kama  ran  like  lightning  to  the  edge  of  the  pool,  and  swiftly 
whisked  an  arrow  out  of  the  quiver  lying  there  This  was  the 
identical  sharp  arrow  with  which  he  practised  his  perfect  target- 
training  He  strung  the  bow,  pulled  it  taut,  and  peered  into  the 
pool  His  eyes  rolled  in  harmony  with  the  swiftly-circlmg  reflection 
of  the  whirring  fish-target  in  the  pool,  searching  for  the  fish-eye 
His  heroic  appearance  enchanted  all  the  spectators  Rippling 
wrinkles  appeared  on  his  bent  neck  His  flawless  posture,  as  he 
pulled  the  bowstring,  resembled  that  of  a  lion  about  to  leap  on  a 
deer  The  eyes  of  the  audience  were  all  on  the  tip  of  his  sharp 
arrow  Draupadi’s  eyes  travelled  from  the  point  of  the  arrow  to  the 
feet  of  Kama  All  held  their  breaths—  from  expectation,  curiosity. 
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means— the  seven  musical  notes  holding  hands  and  playing 
kabaddi  Spring  means — a  lovely  strand  of  the  earthly  vesture  of 
Mother  Nature  caught  m  the  trap  of  time  Spring  is  the  anklet 
dropped  from  the  pitter-paltenng  feet  of  giggling  Lady  Monsoon 
when  the  continuous  soft  fingers  of  mischievous  rain,  tickle  her. 
What's  the  use'’  There’s  no  way  Spring  can  be  described  Spring  is 
Spring 

Our  journey  continued  amidst  all  these  lovely  scenes  of  Mother 
Nature  At  nightfall,  we  would  halt  and  rest  near  a  city  Eight  days 
passed  m  this  fashion  Crossing  many  rivers  and  mountains,  we 
arnved  m  Prayag  on  the  ninth  day  Prayag  where  Ganga,  Yamuna, 
and  Sarasvati  unite*  Champanagan  was  only  twentyfive  yojanas 
away 

Eager  to  see  the  confluence  of  the  three  nvers,  we  swerved  our 
horses  towards  the  sangam  as  soon  as  we  entered  the  town  It  was 
evening  when  we  arrived  The  Yamuna’s  waters  were  flowing  from 
Mathura,  the  Ganga’s  from  Kampilya,  and  the  Sarasvati  was  swiftly 
streaming  m  from  Ayodhya  Three  clear  streams  were  visible,  m 
distinct  separation  the  pure^white  waters  of  the  Ganga,  the  darker 
shade  of  the  Yamuna,  and  the  reddish  tint  of  the  Sarasvati  Three 
different  personalities,  yet  they  flowed  hand-m*hand  to  mingle  m 
the  ocean,  united  from  there  on  under  one  enchanting  name — 
Ganga  Seeing  that  three-braided  confluence  known  as  theTnveni, 
a  strange  thought  occurred  to  me  How  did  Nature  forget  to  leach 
man  the  lesson  she  taught  the  three  nvers  so  well?  Why  does  man 
practise  so  many  couUaries  of  caste  and! a\se  ideas  of  high  and  fowl 
Which  ocean  will  these  streams  mingle  in'’  What  else  can  come  out 
of  separation  and  conflict  except  destruction'’  Why  not  man  walk 
hand-m-hand  with  man,  m  a  spmt  of  mutual  understanding,  uniting 
all  varied  streams  in  one  flow?  But  that  of  course  was  wishful 
thinking,  because  nvers  ate  nvers,  and  human  beings  are  human 
beings  Man  is  perhaps  the  only  animal  in  the  world  whose  folly 
makes  him  dig  hvs  own  doom 

From  the  commingled  waters  of  the  three  nvers  I  scooped  an 
anjali  and  offered  thanksgiving  to  the  Sun-God,  saying,  “Deva, 
grant  me  the  patient  fortitude  of  these  three  nvers  Grant  me  the 
wisdom  to  understand  others  well  Let  no  selfish  thoughts  touch  my 
mmd  ” 

Our  horses  drank  their  fill,  and  we  returned  to  the  town  We 
walked  back,  holding  the  rems  Some  women  were  also  returning  to 
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the  town,  carrying  water,  I  was  walking  with  my  eyes  fixed  west¬ 
wards.  Suddenly  Shon’s  horse  nuzzled  the  neck  of  one  of  the 
returning  women.  The  cold  sensation  upset  her.  She  screamed  and 
dropped  the  water  pot  from  her  head.  It  shattered  near  my  feet  and 
drenched  my  dress.  She  was  frightened,  and  her  fear  increased 
when  she  looked  at  me.  She  fluttered  her  eyes.  I  was  fascinated.  She 
scratched  the  ground  with  her  toe  and  stood  still  with  bowed  head. 
The  water  had  drenched  her  body  too,  and  her  wet  dress  clung  to 
her  in  places.  The  breeze  from  the  rivers’  confluence  gently  swayed 
a  few  stray  curls;  the  rest  of  her  hair  was  wet  and  seemed  stuck  on 
her  face.  Her  complexion  was  yellow  like  the  pandanus  flower.  This 
was  the  first  time  I  had  set  eyes  on  such  a  lovely  lady.  She  stood 
there,  constricting  her  limbs,  like  a  bird  in  her  nest  huddling  her 
feathers  in  a  storm. 

I  was  about  to  speak  to  Shon  when  one  of  her  companions 
stepped  forward  and,  bowing,  said,  “Maharaj,  forgive  us.  She’s  so 
carelessl  You’re  all  wet,” 

“Who  told  you  I’m  a  ‘Maharaj’?  I’m  Kama.  Your  pot  was  broken 
because  of  my  brother — Shon’s — carelessness.  I’m  the  one  who 
should  ask  forgiveness,”  I  said. 

“No....  But  you  do  look  like  a  Maharaj.”  she  said  agitatedly. 

“No.  I’m  Kama,  the  charioteer's  son,  the  eldest  son  of 
Champanagari’s  Adhiratha.” 

“Charioteer’s  son?  Well,  she’s  a  charioteer’s  daughter  in  that 
case,”  she  said,  pulling  the  lovely  girl  by  the  arm. 

“Charioteer’s  daughter?”  I  asked,  surprised,  because  how  could 
such  beauty  grace  a  charioteer-family? 

“Yes,  sir.  She’s  Vrishali,  sister  of  Satyasena,  Prayag’s  most 
renowned  charioteer.” 

I  glanced  at  her.  She  had  not  even  lifted  up  her  face  yet.  a 
could  a  twenty-four  year  old  military  trainee  boor  like  me  know  or 
say  about  the  beauty  of  woman?  But  seeing  her  I  could  say  this 
much — that  woman  was  certainly  the  first  soft  gently-released 
exhalation  from  the  mouth  of  the  world-maker  Vishvakarma  m  ms 
first  sweet  happy  slumber.  ,, 

It  looked  as  if  the  Sun-God  had  spattered  a  flaming  pmk 
over  the  sky.  Why  was  he  so  joyous?  I  gazed  at  the  liberal  splash  ot 
pink  and  said  to  Shon,  “Let’s  go,  Shon.  It  s  getting  late. 

Before  leaving,  I  picked  up  a  shard  of  the  shattered^  pot  to  ta  c 
with  me  for  no  reason  other  than  that  I  just  fell  like  it. 
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Our  horses  entered  the  town  limits  of  Champanagan  the  next 
day  The  massive  rock-plateau  came  m  view  Seeing  it,  ant- 
memones  began  scurrying  m  my  mind’s  attic  Six  years  ago  1  had 
clashed  with  an  infuriated  bull  on  this  very  plateau,  and  1  had 
fainted  1  had  such  confidence  now  in  my  strength  that,  if  a  bull  were 
to  confront  me,  1  knew  that  I,  through  sheer  muscle-power,  could 
immobilise  it 

We  arrived  at  the  door  of  Pamakuii  Heanng  the  clip-cIop  of 
horses’  hooves,  Radha-mata  came  out  Seeing  us,  her  lotus  face 
blossomed,  as  It  were  She  burst  into  aflunyoi  activity  Sheiushed 
in  and  emerged  with  a  heap  of  smouldering  embers  on  a  platter. 
From  the  threshold  I  asked  her,  “When  1  left  you  gave  me  a  silver 
casket  Why  these  embers  now’^” 

Without  a  word  she  threw  a  fistful  of  red  chillies  in  the  embers, 
and  circled  the  platter  ntually  m  front  of  our  faces  The  acnd  smell 
of  the  chillies  sent  Shon  into  a  paroxysm  of  coughing  She  went  out 
with  the  platter  and  emptied  it  at  a  far  distance  After  five  years  1 
was  back  in  my  Pamakuti — as  I  stepped  inside  my  head  banged 
against  the  lintel 

“How  tall  you’ve  become,  re  Kama’”  Radha-mata  exclaimed  m 
astonishment 

“Uh-huh,  not  Kama — ^Vasu,”  I  said  as  I  touched  her  feet.  She 
swiftly  raised  me  and  clasped  me  to  her  breast,  toying  with  my  flesh- 
ear-rmgs  Tears  welled  up  in  her  eyes  Wiping  her  eyes  with  the  end 
of  her  garment,  she  came  out  with,  “You  didn’t  bathe  in  the  waters 
of  the  Ganga,  did  you'’” 

“Ask  what  you  want  from  Shon,  heTl  tell  you,”  I  said,  and 
touched  her  feet  with  my  head  She  was  the  solitary  Prayag- 
pilgnmage  of  my  life,  she  was  my  Ganga,  Yamuna  and  Sarasvati. 
And  my  temple  was  Parnakuti,  my  thatched  hut 

35 


After  fifteen  days  in  Pamakuti  we  returned  to  Hastinapura  No 
sign  of  even  a  bird  m  the  military  academy  Total  silence  every¬ 
where,  everything  looking  desolate  There  should  have  been  the 
clash  and  clangour  of  weapons— why  this  desolation'’  Could  it  be 
that  some  inauspicious  incident  had  occurred  in  the  capital  The 
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tortoise-neck  of  suspicion  raised  its  head  repeatedly.  We  tethered 
our  horses  in  the  academy.  It  struck  me  that  the  answer  to  this 
mysterious  desolation  could  be  found  only  by  going  to  the  palace.  I 
saw  Ashvatthaman  emerging  from  the  main  door.  I  asked  my  first 
question  as  soon  as  he  came  within  range.  “Why  all  this  desolation 
in  the  academy,  Ashvatthaman?” 

“All  the  warriors  have  gone  out  of  the  city,”  he  replied. 

“Why?” 

“To  construct  a  competition  arena.” 

“Competition?  What  kind?” 

“Between  the  warriors.  With  all  kinds  of  weapons.  The  final  test 
of  our  training.  The  winner  gets  acclaimed  as  the  hero  of 
Hastinapura.  The  Queen  Mother  will  put  a  tilak  on  his  forehead, 
and  the  citizens  will  take  out  a  procession  of  elephants  in  his 
honour.” 

“When  will  these  combats  take  place?”  I  asked  eagerly. 

“In' the  full  moon  of  spring,  Vasanta-Purnima.  The  minister 
Vrishavarman  has  sent  out  invitations  today  to  all  the  rajas.  The 
arena  of  the  academy  is  too  small,  so  they’re  building  a  commodious 
arena  outside  the  city.  They’ve  been  working  at  it  for  the  last  fifteen 
days,  non-stop,  day  and  night.” 

A  competition!  Eight  days  away!  The  final  test  of  merit  and 
demerit!  A  competition  to  assess  true  strength  and  weakness.  Fine. 
Now  Hastinapura  will  find  out  who  excels  in  which  skill.  Now  finally 
the  pot  of  fame  of  Drona’s  pet  pupil  Arjuna  will  shatter  once  and  for 
all.  Guru  Drona  is  not  the  only  person  in  this  world.  The  unbiased 
judge  of  the  competition  will  give  talent  its  due. 

Beater-of-his-own-drum  Arjuna!  Now  you’ll  see  how  flimsy  is  the 
popularity  on  which  you  have  been  standing.  You  mushroom 
because  you  flourish  in  Drona’s  shadow;  now  you  II  sec  that  my 
guru  is  infinitely  superior  to  yours.  My  mind  began  spinning  a  web 
of  possibilities.  The  black  thread  of  what  had  happened  in  the 
military  academy  obsessed  me. 

Such  contests  arc  essential.  Those  eight  days  seemed  to  me  like 
eight  yugas.  Arjuna  had  blocked  my  progress  for  six  years  nut  just 
mine,  but  everyone  elsc’s.  Naturally,  Guru  Drona  had  no  time  to 
attend  to  anyone  cIsc’s  development.  Not  one  not  two— but  for 
six  years  he  had  shrivelled  the  tiny  seeds  of  my  hopes  in  the  fire  of 
his  indifference.  Anyone  else  in  my  position  would  have  left 
Hastinapura  and  left  all  that  nourished  his  ego  and  walked  off  m 
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disgust  It  was  with  the  greatest  difficulty  that  1  had  kept  my  fury  m 
abeyance  for  so  long  I  knew  that  in  this  world  beggars  can  t  be 
choosers  But  1  will  show  all  the  gurus  and  pupils  who  ignored  me 
that  there  ivos  somebody  m  Hasiinapura — a  very  much  live  and 
breathing  man  named  Kama  And  Guru  Drona  will  realise  that 
Arjuna  whom  he  clasped  to  his  chest  as  a  diamond  was  nothing  but  a 
cheap  glittering  piece  of  flint 

I  was  after  all  a  student,  and  I  needed  someone  also  to  teach  me 
by  patting  me  on  the  back  Someone  to  appreciate  my  skilful  feats.  I 
got  no  such  praise  All  I  got  was  supreme  neglect  But  sometimes 
one  does  see  good  emerging  from  evil  One  positive  benefit  could 
not  be  denied  From  this  indifference  I  obtained  an  illustnous  guru: 

I  made  the  Sun-God  my  preceptor  For  the  last  six  years  I  had,  every 
hour  of  the  day  time,  singlemindedly  looked  up  to  him  For  the  last 
SIX  years  he  had  caressed  my  back  lovingly  with  his  golden  fingers. 
Quietly  he  had  instructed  me  in  all  the  radiant  truths  of  life.  He  had 
filled  the  hollow  of  my  heart  to  over-bnmming  with  his  divine  light. 

Gurudeva*  What  should  I  offer  you  as  guru*gift  if  I  triumph  in  this 
competition*^  What  can  1  offer  to  a  Splendid  Effulgence  that 
irradiates  every  nook  and  corner  of  the  universe*?  The  only  gift  that  1 
have  worth  giving  to  you  is  my  body,  and  that  I  placed  in  your 
charge  when  1  became  your  pupil  So  what  will  you  ask  for  your 
guru-dflkj/xma*? 

Accompanied  by  Shon,  I  and  Ashvatthaman  went  to  the  competi¬ 
tion  arena  in  the  outskirts  of  the  city  The  sludent-warnors  were 
funousVy  busy  decorating  the  arena  The  preparations  were  mostly 
completed  What  a  magnificent  spectacle’  It  consisted  of  an 
enclosure  two  miles  in  circumference  In  the  centre  were  separate 
grounds  for  all  contests  Thirteen  in  all,  and  each  was  glittenng  with 
weapons  Near  the  mam  eastern  gate  were  five  grounds  for  mace, 
sword,  dagger,  discus,  and  javelin  Near  the  west  were  five  for  pipe- 
gun,  bhushundi,  javehn,  pattishay  and  trident  Near  the  southern 
gate  massive  tracks  for  the  equestnan  event  and  elephant-combat 
Near  the  north  an  arena  for  wrestling  bouts  and  hand-to-hand 
duels,  filled  with  red  soil  mixed  with  ta/cra-and-sandalwood-oil 
specially  brought  from  the  kingdom  of  Magadha  The  excellent 
enclosure  for  archery  was  soconstructed  that,  no  matter  from  which 
part  of  the  large  enclosure  one  looked,  it  always  appeared  to  be  in 
the  centre  A  marble  platform,  twenty  arm’s-lengths  high  and 
twenty  long,  was  erected  for  the  archers — the  marble  was  brought 


